
The North Sea, Our Living Sea 
An introduction to life within the North Sea and the resources it provides us 

Kelp Forest Common StarfishCrystal Sea Slug

Protecting Wildlife for the Future
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The North Sea 

Years of exploitation have led to the perception of an empty and lifeless North Sea, but take the time to delve below 

the surface and youôll find an astonishing array of weird and wonderful creatures.  

Hidden beneath the waves is an astonishing range of wildlife. Habitats include Europeôs largest chalk reef, dense 

forests of kelp, vast sandy plains, impressive rocky reefs and huge networks of submerged and semi-submerged sea 

caves.  All of these support a diverse range of species, from the encrusting sponges, brightly coloured corals and 

anemones, scuttling crabs and lobsters, to creatures that dart and dive through the water. Englandôs largest colony of 

grey seals thrive here, whilst hundreds of thousands of seabird arrive each summer to breed along the North Seaôs 

coastline. The North Sea is also rich in resources, many of which we use in our day to day lives. Fishing, extractive 

and renewable industries are all vying for space, whilst the North Seaôs waters are amongst the busiest in the world for 

shipping traffic. We need to find a balance to ensure our marine wildlife is protected and that the sea continues to 

provide us with the everyday resources we need.

Life in a rockpool ïKirsten Smith



No matter how far inland we live, the seas resources play a major role in our daily lives, throughé

Fishing

When one of the nationôs favourite dishes is fish and chips, you canôt 

help but feel a connection with the sea, no matter how land-locked 

you may be. According to Seafish, the authority on seafood, UK fish 

and chip shops sell over 250 million portions of fish a year! The 

coastal fishing communities of the North Sea once thrived through 

catches of cod, herring, lobster and even tuna. Sadly though, 

overfishing and mismanagement have led to a serious decline in both 

North Sea fish stocks and the associated fishing industry.

Fish is an extremely healthy source of protein, but the majority of the 

fish we eat are wild caught animals. We therefore have to protect and 

manage stocks in order to maintain a healthy, sustainable supply. It is 

our responsibility to ensure we eat sustainably caught fish. Many 

supermarkets now label their fish with details as to how they were 

caught and where they were caught from, with many aiming to source 

as much of their stock as possible from sustainable or accredited 

schemes within the next few years. By choosing carefully which fish 

you buy, you can play a part in helping our óliving marine resourcesô 

on a road to recovery.  
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To ensure you buy fish from sustainable 

sources, buy those certified by the Marine 

Stewardship Council.



No matter how far inland we live, the seas resources play a major role in our daily lives, throughé

Marine Aggregates 

Marine aggregates, sand and gravel extracted from the sea, form the basis of the houses we live in and the pavements we 

walk on. Significant quantities are landed into Tyneside, Teeside and Humberside and are mainly destined for the 

construction industry. Aggregates are extracted using a suction pipe which vacuums up seafloor sediments within a 

specially licensed area. These are then deposited into the ships hold, sorted, and the unsuitable material discarded back 

into the sea. 

Marine aggregates are an extremely important resource, with the UK industry being one of the largest in Europe. However, 

marine aggregates are a finite resource and their extraction is not without its environmental impacts. The large scale 

removal of sediments not only causes the removal of living organisms, it also alters the topography of the sea floor. If sand

is locally available, areas where extraction has occurred can recover relatively quickly. The biology of organisms that live in 

such sediments is not fully understood, and only now are we looking at how such communities recover following the 

cessation of dredging at particular sites. Areas of suitable sediments may also be important spawning and nursery areas 

for many commercially important fish species. 

Plaice ïMark Thomas



No matter how far inland we live, the seas resources play a major role in our daily lives, throughé

Renewable Energy

The UK government has pledged an 80% reduction in carbon emissions by 2050. Renewable energy is set to help meet 

this target.  It is hoped that 25% of the UKôs energy will be produced from offshore wind farms by 2020. The UK also has 

huge potential for developing tidal and wave energy. Offshore wind farms bring both advantages and disadvantages and 

choosing their location requires considerable data and knowledge of marine ecosystems in order to minimise damage 

caused both directly and indirectly to the marine environment. Effective and thorough Environmental Impact Assessments 

are essential in striking the balance between our renewable energy needs and our impact on the environment.

Gibraltar Point ïRobin Cosgrove



No matter how far inland we live, the seas resources play a major role in our daily lives, throughé

Recreation

Alongside supplying important resources, the marine 

environment also has huge recreational value. Walking, bird 

watching and rock-pooling help give us a brief insight into this 

unique environment, whilst SCUBA diving allows us to fully 

immerse ourselves below the waves.  

Programs such as Seasearch use volunteer divers to survey 

the marine environment and help collect vital survey data. This 

data can help us identify sites of high marine diversity or 

complex habitats, alongside recording the presence of 

fascinating marine creatures.  

The following guide provides just a small glimpse into the 

fascinating world beneath the North Seaôs waves.
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Rocky Reef 

Rocky reefs are a key feature of the Northern North Sea marine environment, 

forming an important part of the underwater  seascape. Crabs inhabit cracks 

and crevices whilst anemones, algae and sea firs anchor themselves to the 

surface of rocks. The North Seaôs rocky reefs are as alive and diverse as any 

tropical coral reef.

Rocky substrate provides a solid base for a whole host of unique creatures 

such as sponges, soft corals and tube worms. Seaweed is often found 

associated with rocky reef, secured to rock surfaces by holdfasts. Kelp, in 

particular, often forms dense forests here. 

Many creatures live on the reef, seeking both protection and a ready supply of 

food. Hermit crabs, sea slugs and starfish hunt for prey such as sea anemones, 

brittlestars and worms, whilst edible sea urchins graze upon algae. Wrasse, 

blennies, rockling and scorpion fish hide amongst crevices and seaweed, their 

cryptic colouration camouflaging them from predators.  

Rocky reefs are of considerable conservation importance due to the immense 

diversity they support.
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Kelp Forest

Kelp is a general term used to describe the large brown seaweeds that form 

óunderwater forestsô. Kelp attaches itself to hard substrate, such as rock, by 

a holdfast, a dense bundle of branching rootlets. 

These forests provide a unique habitat, food source and offer protection to a 

wide range of marine creatures. Red seaweeds are often found attached to 

the óstipeô (or stem) of the plant, sea mats cover the ófrondsô (or leaves) and 

mussels, sea anemones and sea squirts often live amongst the holdfast. 

Sea urchins graze the algae that attaches to kelp and blue-rayed limpets 

are often found feeding directly on the kelp itself. Kelp forests also provide 

shelter and important nursery areas for many species of fish. Up to 220,000 

juvenile fish have been recorded as sheltering in a single hectare of Kelp.

Kelp has a vital role in maintaining the health of our seas. It is fast growing 

and when it dies and decays leaves behind huge amounts of organic 

matter. This matter then acts as a food source for single-celled animals and 

bacteria, which are then consumed by filter feeding invertebrates.

C
h
ri

s
 W

o
o

d



Sand and Gravel Plains

Subtidal sand and gravel is the most widespread undersea habitat found within the UK. While the sediments to the west 

of the UK are derived from shell material, here in the North Sea, sediments are primarily derived from rocky material. 

What on the surface appears to be a barren wasteland is in fact a unique habitat rich in highly specialised marine life.

These vast plains are the domain of the óinfaunaô. Infauna are categorised as the animals that live within the seafloor 

sediments as opposed to the water column. Worms, molluscs and crustaceans dominate here, whilst huge shoals of 

sandeels crowd the waters, diving headfirst into the sediment at the slightest hint of danger. Larger predatory fish, such 

as cod and thornback ray, scour these marine deserts, hoovering up food from just below the sea floor.

North Sea gravel beds were laid down during the last ice age and now form important spawning areas, particularly for 

herring. The eggs are fertilised before falling to the seafloor and adhering to stones. They remain here until the eggs 

hatch into free swimming larvae. Such areas provide resource rich grounds for the aggregates industry, with extracted 

sand and gravel destined for the construction industry.  
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Hangers on

Many marine creatures, whether found in a rockpool or at depth spend their 

lives attached to hard substrata, such as rock. Rocks can provide creatures with 

a firm anchor, particularly in areas of strong current, allowing them to project out 

into the water column and filter feed. Through cracks and crevices, rocks also 

provide shelter from predators or from the elements.

Common rock-dwellers include soft corals, anemones, molluscs (such as 

mussels), barnacles and the fascinating Lightbulb Sea Squirt. These tubular 

animals live in colonies ranging from 3 to 300. They attach themselves loosely 

to rocks and begin growing from an overwintering bud. When sea squirts 

reproduce during the  summer  months, they release a huge amount of larvae in 

just a few hours. Sea squirts are filter feeders, removing plankton and detritus 

from water which they pump through their bodies. When larvae, sea squirts 

possess a simple backbone which helps them swim. They are therefore 

Chordates and belong to the same animal group as you and I.
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Did you know?

Dead Manôs Fingers is actually a soft coral, composed of many individual structures, 

called ópolypsô. These polyps form fleshy lobes, which are often finger-like in shape, 

giving the creature its name. 
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Seabed dwelling species

Sand and gravel plains are the most widespread marine habitat found within the North Sea. The Dogger Bank, located off 

the Yorkshire coast is a key example of this. This vast underwater desert stretches for 300km and ranges in depth from 

18m to 40m. 

Creatures found associated with sand and gravel habitats are adapted to life living on, or buried within the sediment. 

Many of the invertebrates are filter feeders, extracting material from the water around them using extensive tentacles, 

while many of the fish have cryptic coloration to help camouflage against predation. Plaice can be distinguished from 

other flatfish by the characteristic orange spots on the upper side of the body.  All flatfish are born looking like 

conventional fish with the body positioned vertically and an eye on either side of the head. As development continues, 

one eye migrates towards the other, resulting in the plaices rather twisted facial expression.   
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