Marine Alien Species in North Wales

An alien species can be defined as “a species introduced (by human action) outside its natural past or present distribution”

When that species starts causing trouble it becomes known as an “invasive” alien species and is defined as “a species that has the ability to spread causing damage to the native environment, the economy, our health and the way we live”

Most marine alien species do not cause problems, others thrive and can have serious consequences for native wildlife and the habitats in which they live. 

Alien species are often also known as non-native, exotic, introduced or non-indigenous.
Invasive species have caused 40% of animal extinctions in the last 400 years!

It is thought that there are over 40 alien species in Welsh waters, approximately 7 of these are thought to be invasive. For instance, several species of seaweeds have been found here in North Wales but only a few, wireweed for example, are fast growing and can outcompete local species. Although these are recent estimates this number is thought to be continually increasing.

Some species, such as the Pacific Oyster were introduced deliberately to be grown on farms, the escapees of which managed to establish populations elsewhere. Most however are introduced by accident and as shipping, recreational boating and aquaculture increases we’re seeing more and more settlers. Many - hundreds of species - are transported around the world in the ballast water of ships or as fouling on the hulls. Some are known to have arrived on flotsam and jetsam and as the plastic tsunami in our oceans continue to rise the transport of aliens in this manner is set to increase. 

Several factors facilitate a successful invasion, we often only know about the winners and many species arrive but do not take hold. Those that do are often resilient and can tolerate a range of different conditions. Often they breed faster, have high dispersal and grow faster than native species.

Although the introduction of invasive alien species is mainly out of our control, as people who love to be outdoors we can help prevent the spread within our patch. Once introduced to an area these species can quickly spread as eggs, larvae and viable plant fragments are carried around in our equipment or on clothing. 

North Wales Wildlife Trust’s Marine Aliens Project is part of the Marine Pathways Project, a multi-national project which aims to help prevent the introduction and spread of marine aliens by raising awareness of issues, preventing the spread and increasing the capacity to respond rapidly. For up to date information go to www.northwaleswildlifetrust.org.

American Slipper Limpet (Crepidula fornicata)

STRATEGIC PRIORITY SPECIES: American Slipper Limpets are known to be established in parts of South Wales and knowledge of distribution and spread is essential for management.

This interesting little beast forms curved chains of up to 15 animals and was discovered in Liverpool bay in 1872, the population then died out and it was re-introduced again to Essex in the late 1880s. A more recent invasion in North Wales was quickly stifled by a successful eradication programme.

American Slipper Limpets are likely to be seen at the extreme lower shore down to around 10m where they attach themselves to stones, shells and in sediment.

Pacific Oyster (Crassostrea gigas)

STRATEGIC PRIORITY SPECIES: Pacific Oysters are known to be widely established in Wales but knowledge of distribution and spread is essential for management.

The Pacific Oyster was deliberately introduced to the UK as a commercial species and sparse settlements of escapees are seen along the north Wales coast.

Pacific Oysters are likely to be seen on the lower shore fixed onto hard natural and artificial structures.

Japanese Kelp / Wakame (Undaria pinnatifida)

HIGH ALERT SPECIES: Wakame is not yet recorded in Wales however, it is likely to arrive and will quickly spread.

Native to the west coast of Japan, Wakame is also known as Japanese Kelp. It was first found in the Solent, Hampshire in 1994. It is likely to have been introduced on the hulls of ships from France in the 70s, where it was accidentally introduced on imported Pacific oysters (and later introduced deliberately to be cultivated for food).

Wakame is likely to be seen at low tide growing on natural or man-made hard surfaces down to about 18m. Look out along the beach for detached Wakame.

Wireweed (Sargassum muticum)

STRATEGIC PRIORITY SPECIES: Wireweed is known to be established in parts of Wales, particularly along the Llŷn Peninsula & Anglesey but knowledge of distribution and spread is essential for management.

Native to the Pacific North West, Wireweed is likely to have been introduced to Southern England from France in the early 70s where it was initially introduced on imported Pacific Oysters. It is also known as Jap Weed.
Wireweed is likely to be seen growing on hard surfaces in very shallow water, often found in rockpools.

Asian Shore Crab (Hemigrapsus sanguineus)

STATUS: The Asian Shore Crab is native to the Western Pacific ocean from the coasts of Russia, along the coasts of Korea and China to Japan. There have now been several sightings in the UK, with one sighting in South Wales.

The initial recording for the Asian Shore Crab was in the British Isles on the north-west coast of Guernsey in 2009. In spring 2014, the Asian Shore Crab was recorded on the UK mainland, with 3 sightings in Kent, and one sighting in Glamorgan in South Wales. It is likely that the larvae of the Asian Shore Crab have been transported to European waters in ships ballast water. It is unclear how this species reached UK waters, however it was possibly through natural larval dispersal on water currents, hull fouling and through oyster transportation.

The Asian Shore Crab prefers shallow inter-tidal and sub-tidal zones where there are plenty of places to hide, such as seaweed and rocks. Their habitat overlaps with our native shore crab habitat and can be found under rocks, in rock pools, on rocky shores and around man made infrastructure.

Carpet Sea Squirt (Didemnum vexillum)

GB RAPID RESPONSE ALERT SPECIES: The Carpet Sea Squirt is known to be established in Holyhead Marina in North Wales. Eradication at a local, regional or national level may be possible and so a species alert has been issued as part of the GB rapid response protocol.

This highly invasive species was first discovered in the UK in 2008 by an MSc student in Holyhead Marina. Surveys of other marinas which followed showed it to be present in several others throughout the UK which implicate leisure craft as the primary factor in its spread. An eradication and control programme was quickly put in place.

Its spread is thought to be linked to the leisure craft industry so may be seen on hard surfaces in harbours and marinas however in Kent it is now known to have spread onto the seashore.

Chinese Mitten Crab (Eriocheir sinesis)

STRATEGIC PRIORITY SPECIES: Chinese Mitten Crabs are known to be established in the River Dee and knowledge of distribution and spread is essential for management.

Named after the dense brown fur that covers its white tipped claws this large crab species was first found in Germany in 1912 and has since flourished and spread throughout Europe. It is known to be established in the Dee and one has been recorded in the Conwy River, it is thought not yet to have taken hold elsewhere in North Wales.
This species is likely to be seen in estuaries and upstream into fully freshwater streams and tributaries. It can sometimes be spotted in the unlikeliest of places as it migrates downstream to breed.

Devil’s Tongue Weed (Grateloupia turuturu)

STRATEGIC PRIORITY SPECIES: Devil’s Tongue Weed is known to be established in Milford Haven and knowledge of distribution and spread is essential for management.

The aptly named Devil’s Tongue Weed is thought to have arrived in the UK in the late 60s in the ballast waters of ships and on imported Pacific Oysters. This species seems to prefer protected rockpools as it is unable to survive very cold water.

Devil’s Tongue Weed is likely to be seen in sheltered marinas, harbour and bays. It is a shallow water species that is tolerant of low salinities.

Green Sea Fingers (Codium fragile fragile)

STATUS: Green Sea Fingers are native to the Pacific Ocean around Japan and Korea. They are now found in the UK, reported in waters off the Scilly Isles, the Channel Islands, areas of South Wales and the South coast of England and also as far as the west coast of Scotland and Argyll.

Green Sea Fingers spread rapidly throughout European waters in the 1900’s, with the first UK sighting being in the Yealm Estuary in Devon in 1939 where it was found growing on oyster shells. It is not known how this species got into Europe, however since then it has been spread through the movement of shellfish and on ships hulls. Man-made structure act as corridors for dispersal into habitats where green sea fingers would not usually occur.

Green Sea Fingers prefer protected and sheltered bays and estuaries, although they also occur on semi-exposed shores. They are found on rocks and coralline algae in pools, and open rocks on the shore. On sandy or muddy shores this species will attach itself to shells, rocks and man-made structures.

Harpoon Weed (Asparagopsis armata)

STATUS: Harpoon Weed in Wales has only been recorded on the Llŷn Peninsula and in areas of South Wales; however it is more common in South West England and has spread as far as the Shetland Isles.

Harpoon Weed originates from Australia and New Zealand. It was first recorded in Galway Bay in Ireland in 1939, and its first GB recoding was in the Bristol Channel in 1949. Harpoon Weed has two stages; the gametophyte stage which hooks its self onto other seaweeds, and the Falkenbergia stage, which travels easily as floating balls. The most likely method of spread to the UK is on surface current drifts, from invasive populations in European waters.

The gametophyte plant is found mostly in summer, in deep tidal pools on the lower shore or in shallow sub tidal waters where it hooks itself onto seaweeds, rocks and man-made structures. The Falkenbergia plant occurs all year round and attaches itself to other marine plants and is sometimes free-living.

Japanese Skeleton Shrimp (Caprella mutica)

STATUS: The Japanese Skeleton Shrimp is native to the sub-boreal waters of North East Asia, but is now found in UK waters on the south coast of England, the west coast of Scotland and the Western Isles. There are limited reports of this species in Wales.

The first recoding of the Japanese Skeleton Shrimp on the UK was in 2000, with it being recorded on a salmon farm near Oban, Scotland. Numbers are estimated in some parts of Scotland to be up to 300,000 individuals per square meter! Records of this species for Southern England and Wales started in 2003. It is believed that the Japanese Skeleton Shrimp was accidentally transported on ship hulls and aquaculture equipment.

Bedrock, drifting seaweed and artificial materials such as buoys, ropes, floating pontoons and boat hulls are common places for the Japanese Skeleton Shrimp. They are often associated with areas of marine human activity such as marinas, harbours and aquaculture sites.

Leathery Sea Squirt (Styela clava)

STATUS: Leathery Sea Squirt is native to the North West Pacific, around the coasts of Japan and Korea and parts of the Russian Federation and China. It is now found in parts of the UK, predominantly the south coast of England, however it also occurs on the west coast of Wales and Scotland. There have been recordings in Anglesey and the Llŷn, as well as other parts of North Wales.

This invasive species is now very well established in the UK, with the first recording being well-grown specimens in Plymouth Sound, Devon in 1953. These are presumed to have been brought over on the hulls of warships returning from the Korean War for repair and maintenance in Plymouth Docks.

Leathery Sea Squirt occurs in shallower water, particularly around marinas and harbours. They also occur on natural rock bottoms, sea wrecks and man-made structures closer to the surface.

New Zealand Flat Oysters (Tiostrea lutaria)

STRATEGIC PRIORITY SPECIES: New Zealand Oysters are known to be established in the Menai Strait, they are not known to be invasive, but knowledge of distribution and spread is essential for management.

New Zealand Flat Oysters were introduced to Conwy deliberately as a commercial species but died out during a severe winter in 1963. They were later introduced to the Menai Strait and have spread very slowly since.

Orange Cloak Sea Squirt (Botrylloides violaceus)

STATUS: Also known as the Orange Sheath Tunicate, the Orange Cloak Sea Squirt originates from Japanese waters where it was first discovered in 1927. It has been found in few areas of the UK, including Milford Haven and the south west coast of England.

The Orange Cloak Sea Squirt was first recorded in the UK in 2004 in 6 different marina locations. This suggests that this invasive species was established in UK waters long before its initial finding. The most likely introduction of the Orange Cloak Sea Squirt is through accidental introduction with commercial oysters. This invasive species was recorded in Northern France only a few years before the first UK recording, so it is likely that the UK population spread from Europe.

The Orange Cloak Sea Squirt is likely to be found on natural shores on seaweed and solid surfaces, as well as made-made marine infrastructure such as in harbours and marinas on ropes and floating pontoons.

Orange Tipped Sea Squirt (Corella eumyota)
LOW RISK ALERT SPECIES: The Orange Tipped Sea Squirt is known to be present in North Wales and not thought to be invasive.

This species is a non-colonial species of sea squirt that can form dense clumps which may become a problem. It was first discovered in 2004 in Brighton Marina and thought to originate from the Southern Hemisphere.

This species is likely to be seen in marinas and harbours but also along sheltered rocky or muddy coastlines at low water.

Rapa Whelk (Rapana venosa)

HIGH ALERT SPECIES: Rapa Whelk have not yet been recorded in Wales however, they are likely to arrive and will quickly spread.

Native to the Far East the Veined Rapa Whelk was first introduced to the Black Sea in 1940s and in 2005 the first North Sea sighting was recorded.

Rapa Whelks are likely to be seen on sandy bottom in fully marine and brackish estuarine waters, during the spring they may congregate on hard surfaces.

Red Ripple Bryozoan (Watersipora subtorquata)

HIGH ALERT SPECIES: Red Ripple Bryozoan is not yet recorded in Wales however, it is likely to arrive and will quickly spread.

This rigid, encrusting colony was first recorded in Plymouth in 2008 and its origin is yet to be determined.

Its spread is thought to be linked to the leisure craft industry so may be seen on hard surfaces in harbours and marine however in France it is known on natural surfaces.


Interested in becoming a Marine Alien Species Champion?

As a Champion you will:

· Act as an advocate for the issue of marine alien species and biosecurity.
· Act as a point of contact for people within your network and with the authorities.
· Take an active role within a network of volunteers that have a keen interest in communicating key messages and reducing the impact of marine alien species.
· Keep an eye out for marine alien species and take an active role in helping others to do so.
· Lead by example.
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As a Champion you will have access to:

· An introductory training day.
· A Champions Pack which includes information resources, template presentations, poster, useful links, logos and graphics.
· Opportunity to participate in further training events and activities.
· Dedicated social media network sites and a mailing list which provides information on upcoming events, guidance and tips.





