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Mass occurrence of snake pipefish in the north-east Atlantic: result of a change in
climate?

Cindy J. G. van Damme, Wageningen IMARES (Institute for Marine Resources and
Ecosystem Studies), IJmuiden, The Netherlands

In 2004 a sudden mass occurrence of snake pipefish Entelurus aequoreus took place in
the north-eastern Atlantic and this abundance increased rapidly over a few years. Before
2004 the species was mainly found in coastal areas and was rarely reported in oceanic
waters. The oceanic form lives free in the water column while the coastal form is found
among sea weeds or in sea grass beds. Literature from the beginning of the 20th century
indicates that at that time snake pipefish was considered a pelagic rather than a coastal
species.

Oceanic specimens of snake pipefish are much leaner than coastal specimens. Length
distributions show that coastal snake pipefish are larger compared to pelagic specimens.
Although the outward appearance of the coastal pipefishes seems different from the
pelagic specimens, no differences were found when comparing taxonomic features. Could
this be a cryptic species?

It seems that the pelagic specimens live in a harsher environment but the question arises -
‘Why and how is it possible that these huge outbursts occur?’

| will present an overview of the occurrence of snake pipefish in the different ecosystems
and discuss different hypotheses that may explain these mass occurrences. | will also give
some examples of the impact such mass occurrences can have on the ecosystem.
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Snake pipefish as food for seabirds: famine or feast?
Prof Sarah Wanless, Centre for Ecology & Hydrology, Edinburgh

Many seabird species require energy-rich food to raise healthy chicks. Among UK seabirds
the traditional food is the lesser sandeel Ammodytes marinus, a small shoaling fish with a
high fat content. However, sandeel availability has declined dramatically in recent years,
probably as a result of over fishing and/or rising sea temperatures. Starting in about 2003,
the abundance and range of the snake pipefish Entelurus aequoreus increased
dramatically in the North Sea and north-east Atlantic and simultaneously pipefish started to
be recorded in the diet of seabirds breeding at colonies throughout this area.

| will consider whether the population explosion of pipefish has benefited seabirds and, in
particular, examine whether pipefish are a good alternative source of food for seabird
chicks.
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British seahorses: fact or fiction
Neil Garrick-Maidment, Executive Director, The Seahorse Trust

The British Seahorse Survey was established in 1994 by Neil Garrick-Maidment, Executive
Director of The Seahorse Trust. The survey was set up to observe and monitor the
populations of seahorses around the British Isles.

Using data on historic sightings from books, databases, wildlife trusts and other
conservation bodies, it has been possible to build a picture of the distribution of seahorses
in British coastal waters. Owing to greater public awareness and the longevity of the study,



the survey now receives a great many sightings. This information will form the basis of
legal protection and conservation strategies for these highly vulnerable and
environmentally sensitive animals.

It has long been supposed that both species of seahorse, the spiny seahorse
(Hippocampus guttulatus) and the short-snouted seahorse (Hippocampus hippocampus),
were seasonal visitors but results from the survey indicate that they are indigenous and
occupy areas ranging from Ireland and the Shetland Isles down the west coast to the Isles
of Scilly.

Along with its work with captive seahorses, the Seahorse Trust works with many other
researchers in the field to understand more about these elusive creatures.

Further Reading and Information
British Seahorse Survey Report 2004, Neil Garrick-Maidment and Louisa Jones, The Seahorse Trust.

British Seahorse Survey Report 2007, Neil Garrick-Maidment, The Seahorse Trust.
Seahorses; Conservation and Care. Neil Garrick-Maidment, Interpet Books.
www.britishseahorsesurvey.org
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