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SOUTH-WEST MARINE ECOSYSTEMS IN 2015 

Observations reported at the South-West Marine Ecosystems meeting in 2016 and other 

sources 
   

 

 

 

Sightings: Stephanopyxsis palmeriana, a diatom 
which has been absent from the western English 
Channel for more than a decade, reappeared in 
net samples at the end of March and persisted for 
the rest of the year. Image: Claire Widdicombe, 
PML 

 Unusually high abundances: Barrel jellyfish 
Rhizostoma octopus (and other jellyfish species). 
Image: Keith Hiscock 

 

 

 
Fisheries: Anchovy (Engraulis encrasicolus) were 
present in unusually high numbers late in the year. 
Image: Doug Herdson 

 Range extensions: Anemone prawn Periclymenes 
sagittifer at Babbacombe (first recorded in Britain at 
Swanage in 2007). Image: Keith Hiscock 

Edited by Keith Hiscock and Bob Earll with the lead section editors:  

Tim Smyth, Angus Atkinson, Keith Hiscock, Doug Herdson, Sue Sayer, Tom Horton, Sarah 

Clark  

and the Seaquest ad hoc sightings report appended 
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SOUTH-WEST MARINE ECOSYSTEMS IN 2015 

A collation of observations reported at the South-West Marine Ecosystems meeting on 8th April 2016 and supplementary 

material. 

INTRODUCTION 

9ǾŜǊȅ ȅŜŀǊ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ƴŜǿ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǳǎǳŀƭΩΦ wŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŜƭǇ ǳǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ 

and linkages as well as the effects of, for instance, severe weather, climate change and the arrival of non-native species. 

Making and recording observations contributes to the fund of natural history knowledge that informs science, 

conservation and that enriches our lives.  

We would like to thank the editors of each section and to the contributors of observations. Do keep your records for 

2016, ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŀŘŘ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ƻǊ ΨōŀŘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

being reported, ready to submit your sightings etc. when the next South-West Marine Ecosystems meeting is held on 

21st  April 2017.  

Keith Hiscock 

Bob Earll 

THE YEAR AT A GLANCE: HIGHLIGHTS 

   

It was large numbers of barrel 
jellyfish present (again) in early 
2015 that excited the public. 
Here in Whitsand Bay on 15th 
April. Image: Keith Hiscock 

Moon jellyfish Aurelia aurita) at 
Westward Ho! on 12th July. Image: 
James Wood 

Later in the year, the less benign 
jellies, Pelagia noctiluca (mauve 
stingers) turned-up in large 
numbers. Here, at Porthcothan on 
28 November. Image: Keith 
Hiscock.  
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¦ǎƛƴƎ ΨǿƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎΚΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ΨƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎΩΣ нлмр ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ¸ŜŀǊ of the jelliesΩ with very large numbers of 

barrel jellyfish (Rhizostoma octopus) frightening the public ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜ άǿƘȅΚέ 

question.  

WEATHER AND COASTAL GEOMORPHOLOGY 

Edited by: Tim Smyth 
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[The turbidity records after October reflect biofouling and should be ignored.] 
 
¢ƛƳ {ƳȅǘƘ όta[κ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ /ƘŀƴƴŜƭ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊȅύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΥ άBasically, in terms of temperature ς globally 2015 was the 
warmest on record.  For the most part, however, over the UK it was particularly average until December 2015 which was 
4 ς 5 degC above the 1981 ς 2010 average.έ 
  
From the E1 [monitoring station south of the Eddystone] temperature series, it was either end of the year in 2015 that 
we saw the warmth.  Winter 2014/15 was mild, as was autumn 2015.  However, spring and summer were below average 
and the disappointing atmospheric temperatures failed to quickly warm the water column.  There does seem to be a 
tendency towards lower salinities also at E1, which could imply we are seeing less oceanic water than of late. 
 
Comparing diver-taken (Keith Hiscock) temperatures on the seabed at comparable locations in the vicinity of Plymouth, 
2015 had a mild start to the year compared to 2013 with lowest temperatures (9.0 degC) in early March (in 2013, 
temperatures had continued to drop during March and on 30th March were 7.6degC offshore of Plymouth Sound and on 
4th April were 7.4 degC in Plymouth Sound at Firestone Bay). Compared to 2014 (first dives in early March)temperatures 
were comparable in March but were often warmer in 2014 by 1 to 2 deg C during summer (for instance, 16.7degC in 
Whitsand Bay on 30th June) with temperatures continuing to rise into early October (maximum recorded was 17.5 degC 
in Bigbury Bay on 4th October 2014). Highest temperatures on the open coast in 2015 were recorded in late September 
(Wembury Bay on 20th September, 16.3 degC) and were similar to 2013. In summary, 2015 had a mild start to the year 
and then seawater temperatures were about average during the rest of the year. 
 

Erosion of Start Bay shingle beaches (Torcoss, Hallsands, Beesands). Huge loss of shingle from these beaches with 

erosion of land behind - fishermen's slipways now high and dry. Nigel Mortimer 
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Increased frequency of deluge events. Complacency of public to soil run-off -> turbidity, freshwater dilution of marine 

SSSI -> change in local ecology? Very extensive despite new SWW ?? - stripping plant, green algal mud flat mats, no 

dinoflagellate bloom!  FW kills off crabs in store boxes. Nigel Mortimer 

 

PLANKTON 

Compiled/Edited by: Angus Atkinson, Claire Widdicombe, Andrea McEvoy, Paul Rooks, Keith Hiscock 

Introduction 

Observations of plankton (free floating aquatic organisms from bacteria to jellyfish) are mostly from scientific sampling 

programmes at specific locations but include valuable and widespread observations by snorkelers and divers of jellyfish 

ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƛƎƴǎΩ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƛŎǊƻǎŎƻǇƛŎ ǇƭŀƴƪǘƻƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ǎŀƳǇƭƛƴƎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ the Western Channel 

Observatory (WCO) programme (www.westernchannelobservatory.org.uk/) which has a 100-year history [information 

on long-term observations in the western Channel can be found in Southward et al. (2005). A more recent summary of 

changes over the past 25 years at WCO sampling station L4, 13 km south of Plymouth, is given in Atkinson et al. (2015)].  

Phytoplankton The on-ƎƻƛƴƎ ǇƘȅǘƻǇƭŀƴƪǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƛŎǊƻȊƻƻǇƭŀƴƪǘƻƴ ǎŀƳǇƭƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ /ƘŀƴƴŜƭ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊȅΩǎ 

long-term time-series stations L4 (ca. weekly) and E1 (ca. bi-ƳƻƴǘƘƭȅύ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨōƭƻƻƳǎΩ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ нлмрΦ 

Winter weather was relatively typical and was dominated by an Atlantic flow which brought a series of low pressure 

systems and associated fronts to the English Channel. Consequently the filamentous cyanobacteria Trichodesmium c.f. 

tenue was recorded in net samples spanning January to March. Turbulent conditions entrained benthic foraminifera and 

also favoured large diatoms such as Coscinodiscus wailseii in the water column. High numbers of C. wailsaii caused a 

ƳǳŎƻǳǎ ΨǎƭǳŘƎŜΩ ƛƴ ƴŜǘ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŦƻǊ ŦƛƭǘŜǊ-feeding zooplankton and fish. Stephanopyxsis 

palmeriana, a diatom which has been absent from the western English Channel for more than a decade, reappeared in 

net samples at the end of March and persisted for the rest of the year. 

 

 

 

Stephanopyxsis palmeriana (Claire Widdicombe, PML)  Coscinodiscus wailsaii and Dinophysis tripos (Claire Widdicombe, 
PML) 

 

   

http://www.westernchannelobservatory.org.uk/
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An abundance of colony-forming Phaeocystis globosa and P. pouchetii as well as a diverse mix of diatoms heralded the 

onset of the spring bloom in late March/early April. Coccolithophores (Emiliania huxleyi and Coccolithus pelagicus) were 

also abundant (100,000 cells per litre). Diatoms dominated the phytoplankton community until June when summer 

stratification and warming temperatures favoured dinoflagellates, particularly those that are potentially HAB species 

including Karenia mikimotoi (up to 45,000 cells per litre), Dinophysis tripos (up to 250 cells per litre) and Karlodinium cf 

veneficum (up to 30,000 cells per litre). By September the small HAB dinoflagellate Prorocentrum cordatum was 

blooming in the English Channel (>5,000,000 cells per litre) with high numbers (>1,000,000 cells per litre) also recorded 

in St. Austell Bay. Satellite images confirmed the P. cordatum bloom was intense and widespread. 

   

Coccolithus pelagicus (Claire 
Widdicombe, PML) 

Prorocentrum cordatum (Claire 
Widdicombe, PML) 

Noctiluca scintilans (Claire Widdicombe, 
PML) 

 

Relatively quiet weather in September and October favoured dinoflagellates, including the large heterotrophic species 

Noctiluca scintillans and a second bloom of coccolithophores (300,000 cells per litre). Unsettled, turbulent weather 

characterised November with several consecutive storms affecting the English Channel for the remainder of the year. 

Consequently the plankton community reverted to low concentrations with species typical of turbulent, winter 

conditions. 

½ƻƻǇƭŀƴƪǘƻƴΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ΨƧelliesΩ 

Barrel jellyfish made the headlines early in the year and continued to accumulate in sheltered bays and wash-up on 

beaches through the summer. Doug Herdson reported that some trawlers were said to be catching two tonnes or more 

per haul (which continued until at least to the end of June 2015). Doug also recorded the very large numbers of moon 

jellyfish (Aurelia aurita) washed up on North Devon beaches in early July, specifically 9th July (Keith Hiscock recorded 

large numbers washed up at Lundy on 25th July) and numbers of by-the wind sailors and hundreds of mauve stingers in 

Portheras Cove, West Cornwall on 15th November. Richard Lord (Channel Isles) reported receiving on 6th July a call from 

Clive Brown from The Pool in St Peter Port harbour saying that there were about 20 small jellyfish per square metre. 

These jellyfish were most likely Pelagia noctiluca, which had been washing up on Guernsey west coast and north coast 

beaches in the last couple of weeks. Mauve stingers (Pelagia noctiluca) were washed up in large numbers on North 

Cornwall beaches in late November including submitted observations from Constantine Bay on 19th/20th November 

(Annabelle Lowe), St Agnes in the Isles of Scilly on 26th November (Rebecca Allen) and Porthcothan on 28th November 

(Keith Hiscock). There were a very few sightings of the hydrozoan Velella velella (by-the-wind sailors) with Teresa Naylor 

reporting many hundreds at Wembury Bay from 3 December. There were compass jellyfish (Chrysaura isocella) mixed-in 

with other jellyfish and Natasha Barker-Bradshaw reported a high density of various size Jellyfish (probably compass) in 

the water at Gorran Haven making swimming unviable for most people. 
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For all of May until at least mid-June, the siphonophores Muggiaea and Nanomia were present indicating more oceanic 

water. There were quite large numbers of the ctenophore Pleurobranchia and Beroë. In the same period, there have 

been quite large numbers of the hydromedusa Leuckartiara, which has an obvious orange stomach. Lots of the 

ctenophore Boliniopsis in the harbour beside the Waterfront restaurant at West Hoe in Plyymouth Sound in early June 

and, in mid-June, lots of the large hydromedusa Aequorea in Mayflower Marine (Plymouth Sound). (From David 

Conway.) 

On 27/05/15 on the wreck of the Maine off Bolt Tail, KH notes in dive log: ά{ƻƳŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǎǿŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƧŜƭƭƛŜǎ ς mainly 

Beroë cucumis, some Bolinopsis but with hydromedusae, Pleurobranchia pileus, Chrysaura, one Agalma όƻƴ ǎǘƻǇǎύέΦ hƴ 

олκлрκмр ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǳǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ǊƳŜΥ άCǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ Beroë and the water generally had thick small brown gelatinous 

ƎƭƻōǳƭŜǎέ 

 

ΨWŜƭƭƛŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿǊŜŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀƛƴŜ ƻŦŦ .ƻƭǘ ¢ŀƛƭ ƻƴ нтth May. Image: Keith Hiscock  

 

hƴ ноκлрκмр ŀǘ IŀƴŘ 5ŜŜǇǎΣ YI ƴƻǘŜǎΥ άhƴ ǎǘƻǇǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘŜǊŜōŜƭƭƛŘ ƭŀǊǾŀŜ όǇŜǊ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ YƛǊōȅύ ƛƴ ǘhe water ς couple 

ƻŦ ƳƳ ƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ŀǇǇŜƴŘŀƎŜǎ όǘŜƴǘŀŎƭŜǎύ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ ŀŦǘΣ ǿǊƛƎƎƭƛƴƎΦέ 

tƭȅƳƻǳǘƘ aŀǊƛƴŜ [ŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊȅΩǎ ǿŜŜƪƭȅ ǎŀƳǇƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [п ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ƻƴ пп ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ нлмрΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ 

zooplankton monitoring is done using a replicate pair of 57 cm diameter ring nets hauled from 50 m (near maximum 

water depth) up to the surface. The monthly average abundances of the main taxa is shown below, in relation to the 

previous 7 years. The overall picture is that 2015 was not an anomalous year at L4, despite unusually high numbers of 

barnacle larvae in April 2015. Ctenophores (Pleurobrachia spp.) were abundant in May and June, but not exceptionally 
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so, as compared to the 2009 and 2011. During the sampling we noticed that some of the large copepod species, for 

instance Calanus helgolandicus, were relatively infrequent compared to most previous recent years ς again with the 

exception of 2011. The overall picture is that the plankton at L4 are highly variable ς there is no such thing as ŀ άǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ 

ȅŜŀǊέΦ ¢ŀƪŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ нлмр ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭΦ 

 

Average monthly biomass of the major zooplankton taxa at the Plymouth L4 site during 2015 (bold red) 

in relation to the previous 7 years. 

While 2015 lies within the normal range of variability at L4, several interesting observations merit mention. For example 

on 13/04/2015 a moderate number of terebellid polychaete larvae were found at L4, with very high numbers on 

11/05/2015 and 20/05/2015. Their presence was recorded through to June where numbers started to diminish. Beroë 

sp. were recorded at L4 in June. 
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Beroë sp eating Pleurobrachia sp.: photo: PML  Entoprocta larvae were found at the end of 

December. They have been found at L4 before 
but have only recently been identified.  

 

Pelagia noctiluca was recorded from the surface waters at L4 on 24/08/2015. More individuals were also found on 

7/12/2015 along with some large hyperiid amphipods (often associated with the jellies). 

 

The standard 57 cm nets used for the sampling described above are 

only suitable for catching the smaller zooplankton. Therefore 

throughout 2015 we supplemented our L4 sampling with six visits to 

include more intensive sampling in both daytime and night-time, with 

a 1 m2 net designed to catch jellies and other larger species (see photo 

taken aboard Plymouth Quest in Feb 2015). 

 Despite this large net being used both day and night, across multiple 

visits, and it sampling a very large volume of water (>60,000m3 in 

total) we caught only a few larger jellies, the largest being a compass 

jellyfish with a bell diameter of approximately 15 cm. Barrel jellyfish 

were observed in the water from the Plymouth Quest, but only 

inshore of the L4 site. For example during the June sampling they 

were observed off the end of the breakwater at a maximum density of 

about 0.5-1 individual per 1000 m2 of sea area. Thus our failure to 

observe high numbers of jellyfish at L4 does not conflict with other 

jelly reports from 2015 listed above. Most of the reports of jellies are 

made inshore or on beaches, where the jellies may either be naturally 

more abundant or physically concentrated by waves and currents, as 

for example on the strand line of a beach. Photo: PML. 
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BENTHOS 

Edited by: Keith Hiscock 

Introduction 

The CoCoast όΨ/ŀǇǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ /ƻŀǎǘΩύ project was launched. CoCoast aims to find out more about the species that live in 

our seas and how we can protect them. The data collected by CoCoast will: 

¶ Provide detailed distribution maps of marine species 

¶ Allow us to explore how climate change and other human impact is affecting our seas 

¶ Allow us to investigate if conservation policies are effective 

¶ Allow us to study how species interact, including marine invasive species 

¶ Allow us to explore local issues on the coast 

Visit: www.capturingourcoast.co.uk   

Observations 

 

 

 

Crawfish/spiny lobster (Palinurus elephas) 
recruit at Hilsea Point Rock on 22 August. 
Image: Keith Hiscock 

 A moderate sized crawfish caught in a lobster 
pot at Lundy. Image: Geoff Huelin.  

 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Hardman-Mountford%20NJ%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=15596166


 

11 
 

Although large recruitments were reported for 2014, the number of spiny lobsters Palinurus elephas being seen by 

divers rose again in 2015 with as many as six being seen on a dive. The individuals were mainly small and represented a 

significant recruitment probably in 2013-14. Research on crawfish increases as recruitment becomes more noticeable.  

Isles of Scilly IFCA and Devon & Severn IFCA start studies including tagging.  

 

 

 
Turbicellepora magnicostata (photographed in the 
Isles of Scilly) now recorded from Penzance. 
Image: Keith Hiscock 

 Anemone shrimps (Periclymenes sagittifer) 
recorded at Babbacombe by Terry Griffiths and Dan 
Bolt. Image: Keith Hiscock 

 

Range extensions (or at least new recorded locations) of Turbicellepora magnicostata (previous known only from the IoS 

in Britain) at Albert Pier Reef, Penzance (David Fenwick). Anemone shrimps (Periclymenes sagittifer) recorded (for the 

first time away from Swanage?) at Babbacombe by Terry Griffiths and Dan Bolt. 

There was a diving survey at Scoble Point that was undertaken at a similar time of year to the survey in 1985. Keith 

Hiscock reports: the biota was much as in 1985 except that there was no overall cover by tubicolous amphipods; more 

Phallusia mammilata; more solitary seasquirts and scallops at least on the level  seabed that had previously been 

dredged for scallops. Laminaria ochroleuca [a warm water kelp] was now present (not recorded in 1985). 

David Fenwick reports notable occurrences: 

¶ Aplysia depilans. 01.15, three large specimens spawning over long period in pool at Great Hogus, Marazion. 

¶ Astrotorhynchus bifidus (flatworm). 01-04/15 at Perranporth on Ascophyllum nodosum driftweed from NW 

Atlantic. 

¶ Fecampia erythrocephala in Palaemon serratus and Palaemon elegans hosts first UK records of this. 04-11/15 

Newlyn Marina and Penzance Harbour. (Previously observed in France). DF to produce a paper with 

Tim Littlewood at the NHM on this. 

¶ Tens of thousands of nudibranchs of various species on hydroid covered Wakame at Newlyn Marina 08-09/15 

Of more general interest from David Fenwick: Finished a 12 month study of pontoon fouling at Newlyn Marina in 

2015, 320 species identified, 4% NNS, but at least 4% were undescribed species or rare British ones, thus suggesting 

marinas in some areas are probably more important for local marine life than they are collectors for NNS. 

Non-native species 


