
RESPONSIBLE
ROCKPOOLING...
For many animals rockpools would prove an inhospitable 
and extremely challenging habitat, the tides' ebb and flow 
bringing many hazards: from the brutal force of waves and 
predation from birds to the challenge of breathing both 
above and below the water.

This factsheet will help you identify and carefully handle 
the remarkable wildlife that thrives in this environment, 
making it their home.
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Safety and protection

•  gently search all areas of the rockpool

wear suitable clothing - take precautions when in sun/hot weather or if cold 

rocks and seaweed make the terrain uneven and slippery – wear sturdy shoes and be alert to hazards

avoid touching items washed up on the beach – they can cause cuts and infection

don’t lift rocks which are too heavy

don’t handle creatures if you have sunscreen on your hands

don’t touch sea anemones – their tentacles can sting

handle crabs appropriately – they can give a nasty nip

avoid weever fish – their black dorsal fin is poisonous; if stung, seek immediate medical attention

be aware of the tide – finish rockpooling before the tide starts coming in

always take your rubbish home with you and dispose of it responsibly

check under 
reasonably sized, 
craggy rocks - a 
favourite of crabs - 
replace the rock 
gently, in the same 
location

small fish like to 
hide in submerged 
pieces of seaweed - 
try gently moving 
them aside or 
brushing along 
weeds with a net 

look at things which are 
attached to rocks, rather 
than just in the water, but 
don’t try to remove them -  
they can be easily harmed

crabs can hide just below 
the sand for camouflage - 
they give themselves away 
by letting out air bubbles! 

•  try staying in one area and observing the rockpool carefully

•  be patient: shadows and splashes can startle animals - most will freeze when disturbed making 
    them much harder to spot

•  make sure your bucket has plenty of water, and on warm days always replace the water every 
    half hour, so that your catch doesn’t get too hot or run out of oxygen

•  if you use a net it is important that you are really gentle and don’t squash any creatures under it 
    - always put your catch into water straight away to keep it safe

•  use your hands to pick up really delicate creatures such as small crabs - see page 3 for guide

•  if you move a rock or seaweed it is a really good idea to gently replace it - don’t forget, it is 
   something’s home!

•  always put creatures back where you found them

    

C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

page 2.pdf   2   14/10/2020   07:18



ROCKPOOL WILDLIFE Page 3

Crabs

Lobsters

sea creatures with flat, round, shell-covered bodies and five pairs of legs; 
they have large claws on the front legs and generally move sideways

long-bodied and with muscular tails, lobsters live in crevices or burrows on the sea floor; 
three of their five pairs of legs have claws, including the first pair, which are usually much 
larger than the others

Edible crab
Cancer pagurus

European lobster
Homarus gammarus

Squat lobster 
Galathea intermedia

Hermit crab
Pagurus bernhardus

Shore crab
Carcinus maenas

Velvet swimming crab
Necora puber

• Know the right way to handle crabs and treat them gently - hold them with thumb on top and finger
 underneath or by the widest point of the shell, and lower them back into the water head-up so they
 don’t ingest a pocket of air

• Don’t pick up velvet swimming crabs – they can be aggressive

• If you catch a bigger crab let the smaller ones go, they fight and may kill each other

• Hermit crabs come in all sizes, even a tiny abandoned shell could be home to one
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Fish

Seaweed

aquatic vertebrates with gills, fins and, typically, elongated bodies covered 
with scales

also known as macroalgae - can be categorised into three types Rhodophyta (red), 
Phaeophyta (brown) and Chlorophyta (green)

Butterfish 
Pholis gunnellus

Beautiful eyelash weed 
Calliblepharis ciliata

Brick weed
Chaetomorpha linum

Common coral weed
Corallina officinalis

Common goby
pomatoschistus microps

Bladder wrack
Fucus vesiculosus

Brown fan weed
Dictyota dichotoma

Common green branched weed
Cladophora rupestris

Long-spined sea scorpion
taurulus bubalis

Weever fish
Echiichthys vipera

Shanny
Lipophrys pholis

• If startled, weever fish dart away, and lie in the sand
with their venomous dorsal fin raised. If stung,
immediately immerse in the hottest water tolerable to
break down the toxin, and seek medical help.
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Spotted peacock fanweed
Taonia atomaria

Sea lettuce
Ulva lactuca

Slender wart weed 
Gracilaria gracilis

Egg wrack 
Ascophyllum nodosum

Mossy feather weed 
Bryopsis plumosa

Serrated wrack
fucus serratus

• Pools with a variety of rock and seaweed
types create the best habitat in which to
find a diverse group of animals.

Marine invertebrates animals without backbones

Brown shrimp
Crangon crangon

Common starfish
Asterias rubens

Common prawn
Palaemon serratus

Skeleton shrimp
Caprella spp
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Molluscs

Segmented worms

invertebrates with a soft, unsegmented body and, usually, enclosed 
in a shell

worms consisting of multiple segments, each segment containing the same sets of 
organs and, in most instances, a pair of protrusions that many species use to move

Amphipod
Amphipoda spp

Lugworm
Arenicola spp

Sand mason worm
Lanice conchilega

Common mussel
Mytilus edulis

Ragworm
Hediste diversicolor

Spiral worm
Spirorbis spp

Dog whelk
Nucella lapillus

Winkle 
Littorina littorea

Isopod
Idotea spp
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Animals attached to rocks - these animals should not be removed

Norfolk Wildlife Trust run rockpooling sessions at West Runton beach between Easter  
and October. Visit our website at www.norfolkwildlifetrust.org.uk for the next ‘Rockpool 
Rummaging Session’.

Invertebrates with a soft, unsegmented body and, usually, enclosed in a shell. These territorial animals will 
be really stuck to their rock and must not be pulled off as this will damage them.

Barnacle
Elminius modestus

Beadlet anenome
Actinia equina

Chiton
Lepidochitona cinerea

Limpet (with homescar)
Patella vulgata

• Limpets can live up to 17 years. Over their lifetime they will live in the same spot they settled as 
planktonic larvae. They grind the rock with their shell to make it fit their shape exactly - this is called 
their ‘homescar’. They move at nighttime, grazing the algae from the rock, but they always return to 
their homescar

• Limpets start life as a male and between 3 years old and 7 years old will change into a female, so the 
big limpets are all old ladies!

• The likelihood of finding anemones increases as you get closer to the sea (any near the shore will be 
at risk of drying out)

• If you come across a beadlet anemone, be patient! If it is submerged in the water, when it stops 
feeling threatened by the water moving, it will open up, exposing its tentacles and revealing its blue 
beadlets

• The tentacles of sea anemones give a mild sting that some people may be allergic to
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As well as the shelter and food provided along the North Norfolk coast by sandy 
beaches, dunes and dune slacks, strandlines, shingle banks and wildlife-rich rock 
pools, a hidden world lies just 200 metres from the shoreline. Norfolk’s chalk 
reef, possibly the largest chalk reef in Europe, begins just west of Weybourne 
and ends at Happisborough, extending around 10km out to sea and providing 
homes for a remarkable diversity of wildlife.

Beyond the coastline, our seas support a wealth of special habitats such as 
underwater seagrass meadows, sand and gravel beds, forests of kelp, and living 
reefs made entirely of organisms like mussels or tubeworms.

Due in part to this richness, our marine environment is under threat from 
overexploitation, destructive fishery and dredging activities, and pollution, 
including one of the greatest environmental threats of our time: plastic pollution.
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WAYS YOU CAN HELP OUR MARINE WILDLIFE

• don’t use plastic bags - use a reusable bag or bag for life instead

• reduce, reuse and recycle plastic - reduce your use of plastics, reuse plastic products 
whenever possible, recycle all of the rubbish you can!

• Choose sustainable seafood - MSC's 'Good Fish Guide' will help you

• watch out for toiletries that contain microbeads - these small plastic beads are found in 
some facial products, soaps, shower gels and toothpastes. They are very small so can't be 
effectively filtered from waste before it enters rivers, lakes or oceans

• pick up litter next time you're at the beach or join one of Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s beach 
cleaning parties

• Share what you have learned so that your friends and family can help too

For more information about 
the amazing wildlife of 
Norfolk’s Living Sea download 
the factsheet here:


