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Lucy Taylor


Lucy Taylor and Emma Nickelsen met while studying Marine Biology at University College Cork. During field trips and class outings, they discovered a shared passion for the seashore. They both strongly believe that learning about the plants and animals that live on Ireland’s spectacular coastline will help us to care better for and enjoy our island home. Before they met, Lucy had worked as a teacher, writer and dive guide, while Emma had a degree in Environmental Biology from University College Dublin and had worked as an ecological consultant. They have combined their experience with their love for beachcombing and photographing seashore life to create a book that they hope will share their long-held passion for learning about the fascinating inhabitants of Ireland’s seashores.
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Emma Nickelsen


Stay up to date with the authors at:
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The seashore is a potentially hazardous environment. The authors and The Collins Press accept no responsibility for any injury, loss or inconvenience sustained by anyone using this guidebook. Do not remove living creatures from the seashore. It is also inadvisable to eat any foraged food without specialist advice.
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Introduction
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Roche’s Point Lighthouse at the entrance to Cork Harbour.



The Irish Coast



Including the many inlets and islands, Ireland has approximately 7,500km of shoreline. This ranges from exposed rocky shores that receive the full power of the Atlantic’s wildest waves to enclosed sea loughs and sheltered sand flats. Ireland’s northern latitude means that some Arctic species find a home here, but the warm currents that flow up from the Gulf of Mexico make Irish shores habitable for species also found in southern Europe, the Canaries and the Mediterranean. For a variety of reasons, more and more species from temperate coasts around the world are settling on our shores. We have no endemic species, but we do have a particular set of species, each of which is adapted to life on our shores in its own way.


Historically, our shores have provided food and income for many coastal communities who have fished and harvested shellfish and seaweed. They have also provided wonder for people mesmerised by phosphorescence on a still autumn night, or who find unusual and mystifying objects washed up from across the Atlantic. There are few people who fail to be captivated by the power of an Atlantic storm or by the beauty of the sun setting over a calm ocean.
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The strong force of Atlantic waves.



Forces of Nature



Tides


Inhabitants of the intertidal zone on Irish coasts – the area between the high- and low-tide marks – live in an ever-changing environment. Twice in any day they are exposed to the air and at risk of drying out, overheating or being eaten by terrestrial predators. At other times they are covered by metres of salt water and are at the mercy of ocean forces and marine predators, but also immersed in a soup of nutrients and microscopic plankton. Plants and animals that live at the lowest or highest reaches of the tide may only be fully uncovered or covered by the water twice a month.


The difference between high and low tide becomes greater as you move towards the poles. Ireland’s northerly position and its openness to the Atlantic Ocean mean that the difference between high and low tide can be up to 5 metres in depth. In gently sloping, shallow inlets, such as Dublin Bay or Tralee Bay, a large area of land is uncovered at low tide.


The height and time of the tide are controlled by the magnetic forces of the moon and the sun. The full daily cycle of the tide is a little more than 24 hours, so the times of high and low tide are different every day. The highest and lowest (spring) tides occur in the days following the new and full moon. In the days following the first and third quarter of the moon, the difference between high and low tide is less dramatic. In addition, because the Earth does not move around the sun in a perfect circle, it is closer at certain times of the year. At the times of the equinoxes, March and September, the combined pull of the moon and the sun create the largest tidal movement.


The movement of the tide is itself a force that can shape the coast and the community of plants and animals that can survive there. In Lough Hyne in west Cork, the tide enters and exits the lough through a narrow channel known as ‘the rapids’. As the water is forced in and out, it can reach speeds of 10km per hour, which makes it very difficult for many species to live there. However, for those that can cling on, this rapid movement provides a regular supply of fresh, highly oxygenated water, and carries away sediment and excrement. For some species, such as mussels or kelp, this is the ideal environment.


Waves


Ireland’s shoreline is famous for its rocky cliffs and its long, sandy beaches. On the west coast, where the full extent of the Atlantic meets the solid land, these cliffs are at their most spectacular, and the wide, flat beaches absorb the impact of the ocean. On the east coast, the beaches are narrower and carved by the back-and-forth of waves in the enclosed Irish Sea.


Waves originate in the open ocean, and the size and impact of them are affected by the distance that they can travel – the ‘reach’. The vast Atlantic allows waves to move without any obstacles that might reduce their energy. They slam into the cliffs of Ireland or crash onto its beaches.


Waves do not just mould our shoreline; they also play a part in dictating the plants and animals that can live on any given shore. The exposure of a shore describes the level of wave energy that reaches it – think of the bare cliffs of Moher as totally exposed. Waves bring oxygen and assist in moving and refreshing water. They also create splash, which keeps some creatures damp enough to survive above the high-tide line. Sheltered shores, however, are more habitable for plants and animals that might be swept away by strong waves. Where there is less exposure, particles can settle to the ground. This is good for deposit-feeding animals, and it allows sand and sediment to build.


Ocean Currents


Looking at a globe, it is sometimes surprising to see just how far north Ireland is. Across the Atlantic, Newfoundland and the coast of Canada can experience extremes of weather that we are completely unfamiliar with. The currents that flow anticlockwise around the North Atlantic bring warm water up our coast. This gives us our temperate climate, and also brings with it species that are at home in the Canaries, Portugal and the Mediterranean. Many of these southern species reach their northern limit on Irish shores, where they overlap with northern species whose range extends up into the Arctic.



Coastal Habitats



Rocky Shores


Rocky shores are the most stable of shore types – they are unlikely to be eroded or changed in the lifetime of most seashore creatures. Because many rocky shores are rugged and craggy, there is a range of habitats and a large surface area for plants and animals to occupy. Crevices, the undersides of rocks and shady rock pools can be cool, damp places to shelter, hide and live. Flat rock surfaces and sunny rock pools are more appealing for species that like heat and are not at risk of being eaten during the day. Many rocky shores are a treasure trove of seaweeds, crabs, snails, barnacles, anemones, fish, sponges and starfish.
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The craggy limestone of the west coast can provide shelter for hardy plants and animals.
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Rocky Shores provide a stable surface for many plants and animals to live on.


In addition to the range of physical forms and types of habitat within a rocky shore, the exposure to air, light, temperature, fresh water, predators, competition and wave action all determine the distribution of living organisms along a rocky shore. Each species has developed its own way of coping with these challenges.


Rocky shores can be divided into several zones. These extend from the land that receives only splashes of seawater from waves at high tide, to the extreme low-water mark below which the tide never falls. Each zone is dominated by a different group of plants or animals.


The rocky shore can be divided into three main zones: the high shore/splash zone/supralittoral zone, the mid shore/eulittoral/ intertidal zone and the low shore/sublittoral fringe zone.
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Very few animals can survive on the more exposed shores of the west coast.
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Rocky shore zonation


The high shore, or the supralittoral zone, is usually only dampened by sea spray but becomes covered in seawater during storms and extremely high tides. Organisms here must endure hot, cold, salty and dry conditions. Therefore, only a few resilient species live here. The high shore zone is dominated by lichens. At the lower edge, you start to find periwinkles and the tough brown channel wrack.


The mid shore, or the eulittoral zone, is often broad. It is uncovered at low tide and immersed at high tide. Depending on the steepness of the shore, you might notice distinct bands of organisms creating sub-zones (high mid shore and low mid shore) caused by the amount of time spent in/out of the water. Generally, the mid-shore zone is dominated by wracks, barnacles, limpets and some mussels.


The low shore, or the sublittoral fringe, is only exposed to the air at low-water spring tides. This zone is dominated by kelps and red seaweed. While you cannot always access the sublittoral fringe without getting wet, it’s worth it. This zone is rich in species not found in higher zones.


It is interesting to consider how the different dominant species have adapted to life at a particular shore height or zone. Species of the high shore have adapted to the possibility of drying out and to the possible stresses of heat, cold and fresh water so they can live in areas that are uninhabitable for others. Low-shore species prefer more stable conditions, adapting instead to deal with increased competition.


Pebble Beaches


Pebble or shingle beaches are a very difficult place to live. Even in fairly sheltered areas, the movement of waves and tides moves the pebbles or stones around so seaweeds cannot attach themselves and very few animals can survive between the stones.


In spite of this, some pebble shores can be a good place to go beachcombing. There is often a line of washed-up seaweeds, and you might find interesting shells, mermaid’s purses and bits and bobs tangled in the weed. Even though these shores are less rich in living seashore creatures than other areas, washed-up seaweed is a food source for many insects, which can then attract birds.
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Constantly moving pebble beaches are a difficult place to live.
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Only humans and burrowing animals are common on sandy shores.


Sandy Beaches


Even though sandy beaches are more appealing to people than other shore types, they are difficult for many plants and animals to live on. Unless they can burrow into the sand, they are in constant danger of being swept away. Some animals spend their entire life buried in the sand, while others are able to dig into the sand to hunt or hide.


Sandy beaches are often great places to search for shells. The empty shells will give you clues to the types of animal that live under the sand. You might also notice the entrances to the burrows of worms and other animals that live under the ground.


Mudflats and Estuaries


Muddy shores usually occur in estuaries where mud from the land is washed down a river. As the river reaches the sea, its flow is reduced, and the particles sink to the ground, forming mudflats. Grains on these shores are usually much finer than on sandy beaches, and water gets trapped in the tiny spaces between them, so these shores are often constantly waterlogged and difficult to walk on.


The combination of the tiny particles, the constantly shifting mud and the contrast between the salty ocean and the fresh river make this a challenging place for many species to live. For example, very few seaweeds can survive here, but you might find a high abundance of sea lettuce (see page 61), horned wrack (see page 83), and dwarf eelgrass (see page 22), which can grow happily without competition from the larger seaweeds. There is also a small number of shellfish that can occur in high densities on these shores as the mud is full of nutrients that are absent from sandy shores. These plants and animals often become food for the many migrating and resident birds that visit our mudflats.
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Mudflats at low tide.


Just under the surface of many mudflats, there is often a layer of heavy black sediment. This can be a bit smelly, but is not necessarily polluted. You might notice shells that are usually white becoming blackened on these shores. This black layer has no oxygen, so it is difficult for some species to live in.


Dunes


Dunes form a familiar backdrop to many of Ireland’s most beautiful beaches. They are formed by plants that grow on the beach and allow sand to build up between their leaves and roots. Dunes are important for the plants and animals that live in them, and act as a buffer between the force of the ocean and the solid land. They are also a culturally important feature as so many people enjoy exploring dunes and appreciate them for their beauty.


Unlike muddy earth, dunes can constantly shift and rebuild. In fact, this constant movement is what makes them so special and different from the land. If dunes are hemmed in by walls and solid structures, they can become waterlogged and muddy and will eventually cease to be dunes. Where there is a problem with erosion, many communities now prefer to plant dune-forming grasses that allow dunes to build and to slow erosion with their strong, tangled roots.
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Dunes are formed when plants trap sand between their leaves and roots.


Caring for our coasts


Here are a few points to remember when you visit the coast:


• Be careful not to crush delicate animals.


• If you turn over rocks or stones, put them back as you found them, and be gentle.


• Don’t take animals home – they won’t survive.


• Don’t leave any litter or food waste.


• Don’t remove animals from rock pools and put them in fresh water. If you have a bucket of salt water, don’t leave the animals in it for long. Return them to where they came from.


• We all love shells, but don’t remove excessive amounts from the shore – remember that a hermit crab might be looking for one to move into!


The Plastic Problem


Bits and pieces washed up on shores following storms or high tides have long been a feature of our shorelines. Driftwood, seeds and seaweed are natural flotsam that are a part of the seashore ecosystem. Some items, such as the remains of dead marine animals, may be quite unpleasant, but are not necessarily unnatural. Other items, such as sea glass (glass weathered by the sea) and wooden or metal items are, technically, litter, but can be exciting to find, can provide habitats for marine creatures and can even add to beautiful beach scenes. Overall, however, marine litter is increasing in volume and the majority of this is plastic. As all of the plastic that we have ever produced still exists, plastic pollution on the shore and at sea is a rapidly growing problem.


Plastic is now found on even the remotest shores, in the deepest ocean and in the stomachs and organs of many marine creatures. Birds build nests with it, causing some chicks to become entangled and unable to leave the nest. Many animals mistakenly eat bits of plastic, which blocks their digestive systems so that they become malnourished.


It can be very depressing to visit a beautiful shore only to realise that it has been tainted by human waste. However, you can do your bit by picking up litter that you find on the shore and disposing of it safely, by reducing the amount of disposable plastic items that you buy and use, and by ensuring that you are careful when you picnic or visit the beach that none of your waste gets blown or washed away.
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Marine litter, including discarded fishing gear, can damage and kill marine animals.


Other threats to the seashore


Even though our coastline appears to be wild and rugged, it is also a very delicate ecosystem. Threats to seashore plants and animals include:


• Trampling by beachgoers


• Pollution from sewage, agricultural run-off, industry, and chemicals such as antifouling paints and fuels


• Damage to the seabed from moorings and boat anchors


• Irresponsible fishing and harvesting


• Litter and pollution, both from the land and washing in from the sea


• Rising sea levels and more powerful storms.


One other problem for plants and animals that inhabit the mid and high shore is a reduction in the space available for them in areas where the shoreline is modified by us. While this is necessary to protect certain towns and villages, it can cause problems for some coastal species. For example, the dwarf eelgrass (see page 22) only survives in very shallow water. This means that eelgrass beds move and change in response to changes in the seabed, the sea level and water clarity or salinity.


If the coast is modified with walls, drainage pipes, walkways or other artificial structures, the seagrass may run out of space to move to, or the environment might change in such a way that it becomes uninhabitable for the eelgrass. This can have a knock-on effect on birds that graze on the grass, on the animals that live among the blades and roots, and on the water as the seagrass bed may be unable to trap particles and keep the water clear or use up nutrients present in the water.


For this reason, it is important that we strike a compromise between developing infrastructure and allowing natural systems to evolve or remain in their own way.



How to use this book



When exploring our seashore, you will encounter a huge variety of creatures. Seashore species belong to a long list of Phyla or biologically distinct groupings. Many of these you won’t find on land. Each group has some unique features, which make it stand out from the rest. In this book, species are in ten broad groups. For simplicity, some of these groups comprise several Phyla, which may be more difficult to decipher.

OEBPS/Images/author-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0iii-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0009-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0008-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0007-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0006-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f000i-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0004-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0005-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0004-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/twitter.jpg
Ld





OEBPS/Images/f0002-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0001-1.jpg









OEBPS/Images/author-02.jpg





OEBPS/Images/about.jpg






OEBPS/Images/collinspress.jpg





OEBPS/Images/tit.jpg
Ireland’s
Seashore

Lucy Taylor
Emma Nickelsen






OEBPS/Images/facebook.jpg







OEBPS/Images/f0005-02.jpg
Exposed shore

High Shore
Mid Shore

Shelterd shore









OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
ickelsen:






OEBPS/Images/f0010-1.jpg





