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FISH
INTRODUCING FISH
There are many different types of fish in the ocean and on our seashores. Often we think
of the larger fish that swim in the ocean. However, as Ireland has a shoreline of
approximately 7,500 kilometres, there are lots of rocky shores and sandy beaches, stony
beaches, as well as estuaries and mudflats for the smaller varieties of fish to make it their
home. For some fish, the shore is their permanent home, where they have adapted to
living in rockpools; under rocks, stones and shingle; in the sand; and in amongst the
seaweed.
It is estimated that there are over 30,000 fish species in the world. The majority of these
are found in the ocean. Scientist are however discovering new species every day.
FAMILIES & GROUPS
Scientists have divided the fish species into 525 families. These are typically divided into
classes that include groups such as: jawless (hagfish - deepsea), cartilaginous fish
(sharks and rays), and bony fish (ray finned fish).
The following are some of the groups that can be found on the seashore.
Bony Fish
Ray-finned fish belong to this group. The ray-finned fish are the most common type of
fish. Ray-finned fishes get their name because their fins are made of skin that is
supported by bony spines called 'rays'.
Cartilaginous Fish
Cartilage is is lighter and more flexible than bone. Humans also have cartilage in their
bodies, which is found in the ear and nose. Cartilaginous fish include the elasmobranchii
(el-as-mo-brank-ii), better known as sharks, rays, and skates.

FISH
FISHY ADAPTATIONS
Fish that live near the seashore come in all shapes and sizes. They have formed many
adaptations that help them avoid predators, drying out with the changing tides, sun,
rain and constant movement of waves.
Slimy Skin or Scales
Most fish have smooth, streamlined bodies covered in slimy skin or scales. This helps
them to reduce resistance as they swim through the water. The scales and skin also help
to keep bacteria and parasites out.
Eyes and Mouths
Fish have mouths and eyes that are also suited to their environment. Deep-sea fish
have eyes suited to the dark environment, whereas fish in shallower waters are able to
see colour. The position and size of their eyes also help them see in all directions. Some
fish have eyes 'bulging' out from their head, and others are streamlined with their
bodies. A fish’s mouth size will determine the size of the food it can eat, so different fish
species have different sized mouths. For example, a pipefish that has a straw-like
mouth for sucking in tiny plankton doesn’t need a big mouth like the shrimp-eating
blenny!
Gills
Fish have gills that allow them to ‘breathe’. Fish need to breathe oxygen just like
humans, even though they are under water. The water enters the mouth, passes over the
gills, and out the gill cover (called the operculum). When the water passes over the gills,
the gills absorb oxygen from the water so that it can be transported throughout the
fish's body. This is very similar to what our lungs do for us. Although it is rare, some fish
have adapted their gills to allow them to breathe when completely out of water.

FISH
Fins
Fish usually have a pair of pelvic fins, a pair of pectoral fins, a caudal fin, one or more
dorsal fins, and one or more anal fins. These fins can be used for different jobs - like
propelling the fish through the water or helping the fish to steer itself as it swims.
Swim Bladder
Most fish have a swim bladder, which is a small pocket of air in their body that helps
them float. By changing the amount of air they hold in their swim bladder, they can move
higher or lower in the water. Some species, such as sharks, don’t have a swim bladder.
Instead, they maintain their buoyancy in the water with livers that are full of oil.
Lateral Line
Some fish have a lateral line down the middle of their body, which helps them to detect
vibrations in the water around them. It’s this lateral line that allows fish to swim in giant
schools without bumping into one another!

COMMON BLENNY
CEANNRUÁN
WHAT TYPE OF SEA CREATURE AM I?
The common blenny, also known as the shanny or
sea frog, is a bony fish.
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?
Common blennies are found in the subtidal zone,
as well as the lower and middle shore. They are
found often in shallow water and rockpools, but
their camouflage makes it hard to spot them! They
are nervous fish, and tend to hide among seaweed
or beneath rocks.
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QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Blennius pholis / Lipophrys pholis

SIZE: Up to 16 cm
COLOUR: Combination of greens,
reds, browns and beige – adapting to
environment

LIFESPAN: Up to 10 years
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:

Middle Shore
Lower Shore

INTERTIDAL
ZONE

SPLASH ZONE
Upper Shore

Common blennies frequently get left behind in
rock pools or on the exposed sand when the tide
goes out. To avoid dying on the shore, or starving
from being stuck in a rock pool with no food, the
common blenny has evolved to be able to walk
across the sand! It uses its fins like little arms and
can drag itself from one rock pool to another. They
have also evolved to be able to breathe air when
out of water!

SUBTIDAL ZONE
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The common blenny can be many colour
combinations, but they are normally a mix
of greens, reds, browns, and beige. They can
adapt their colour based on their surrounding
environment. Males will also turn near-black
during their breeding season, during the spring
and summer months. They don’t have scales – but
slimy skin! They also tend to have bright red eyes,
though sometimes their eyes can be brownish.
Most blenny species have have small tentacles
protruding from their head, but the common
blenny is unusual in that it has none. The common
blenny's dorsal fin is long and divided into two by
a slight dip in the middle. It also has pelvic fins
that each have two rays. These help it crawl across
sand and seaweed.

Did you know?
Be careful! The common blenny is a feisty
fish. They have rows of sharp teeth and
have been known to bite unsuspecting
fingers that come into its space!
HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?
The common blenny is a pro at blending into its environment.
They can change their colour to better camouflage themselves.
They also have very sharp teeth for both catching prey and
defending against predators. The blenny also has a slimy
mucus on its body to stop it from drying out.
WHAT DO I EAT?
The common blenny is definitely not a picky eater! They will eat
almost anything they come across – from seaweed, to mussels,
to shrimp, and even barnacles.
WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?
Larger fish and shorebirds are the main predators of the
common blenny.
HOW DO I REPRODUCE?
Common blennies mate between April and August. During this
time the males turn almost black, apart from their lips, which
remain a pale white. Males and females pair up to fertilise the
eggs. After the female has laid the eggs, the father will guard
them for over a month against hungry predators. The male also
needs to protect the eggs from their own mother – who will
also try to eat them!
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BUTTERFISH
SLEAMHNÓG
WHAT TYPE OF SEA CREATURE AM I?
The butterfish, also known as the rock gunnel is a
bony fish.
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?
The butterfish is found in rock pools and shallow
seas. They are difficult to spot. They will often be
found hiding amongst stones or seaweed. They
can also be found in between the crevices of
rocks. In winter they tend to swim deep into the
Butterfish may get stranded by the outgoing tide.
However, they can survive out of water in damp
sand or within heavy seaweed, until the tide comes
back in.
Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Pholis gunnellus

The butterfish resembles an eel, with a long
slender body. It is normally yellow or brown and
has very distinct patterns. There are 9 to 13 small
black spots surrounded by a ring of white in even
spaces down the sides of its upper-body and
dorsal fin.. These are known as ‘false eyes’ and are
used to confuse predators into thinking the fish is
larger than it it is with lots of eyes.

SIZE: Up to 20 cm

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME

COLOUR: Yellow or brown with up to

13 black spots ringed with white down its
upper-body and dorsal fin

LIFESPAN: Approximately 5 years
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:
Upper Shore
Middle Shore
Lower Shore

INTERTIDAL
ZONE

SPLASH ZONE

SUBTIDAL ZONE
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Apart from the ‘false eyes’ across the length of
its body, the butterfish also protects itself using
its skin! They have incredibly slimy, buttery skin
(hence the name butterfish)! This allows them to
escape predators more easily - including curious
rock poolers who try to pick one up! They also
have some sharp teeth for defence.

Did you know?
The female butterfish will lay her eggs
under a stone or sometimes even in an
empty shell! She does this to protect her
eggs from predators.

WHAT DO I EAT?
Butterfish will eat almost anything they can find. They mainly
eat molluscs, small crustaceans, and even fish eggs!
WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?
Larger fish, shorebirds, and even mammals can prey on the
butterfish.
HOW DO I REPRODUCE?
Between November and January, the females will lay 80-200
eggs in a large ball on a rocky shore. Unusually, both the mother
and father take turns protecting the eggs. They will curl their
bodies around the egg ball, and attempt to fight off hungry
predators that come too close.
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FLATFISH
LEATHÓG
WHAT TYPE OF SEA CREATURE AM I?
Flatfish are all bony fish.
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?
Flatfish are often found in the deeper ocean, as
well as nearby our coast in the the subtidal zone or
lower shoreline.
WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?
The term ‘flatfish’ describe over 700 species of fish.
However, there only 22 flatfish species that are
common in Irish waters.

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME

Different scientific names depending on the
different species

SIZE: 2-8 cm on the shore. Flatfish

species can grow to larger sizes in the
ocean. A dab can grow to 30 cm and a
turbot can grow up to 100 cm.

COLOUR: Most are sandy yellows
and browns; some can change their
colour.

LIFESPAN: Depending on the species
of flatfish, they can live anywhere from
one year to 60 years!

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:
Upper Shore
Middle Shore
Lower Shore

INTERTIDAL
ZONE

SPLASH ZONE

SUBTIDAL ZONE
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These include:
• Plaice (Leathóg Bhallach)
• Flounder (Leathóg)
• Turbot (Turbard)
• Halibut (Haileabo)
and many more!
The different types of flatfish all look very similar
when they are young. When they hatch, they look
like normal fish with one eye on either side of their
head. After a few weeks, their body goes through
a major change. It flattens out and one eye slowly
moves across the front of the face to join the other
eye! The mouth also twists to the side of the head.
As they get bigger, you can tell the different
species apart by their different sizes and markings.
Most are sandy yellows or mottled browns. Plaice
are the easiest to identify as they have orange
spots on top of their body.
Flatfish also come in different shapes. Some are
rounder like a disc and others are long and oval.
When they are grown up and are at sea, they are
a lot larger in size.

Did you know?
The atlantic halibut can grow to a massive
4.7 metres long and weigh more than 300 kg.
It’s a bit big for living in rockpools on the
seashore and is found in the deepest parts of the
ocean at about 2000 metres. Another fun fact
that we love: certain octopus species have been
reported to mimic Flatfish in colours, shape and
swimming mode.

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?
Flatfish are remarkable at camouflage. Their base-colour is
usually sandy yellows and browns, which allows them to blend
into the ocean floor. Some can even change their colours to
hide better among into their surroundings. In fact, flatfish are
so good at camouflage that some octopus species have been
reported to mimic their colours, shape and swimming mode.
Flatfish can also ‘dig’ themselves under the sand, with only their
eyes poking out. They can be very difficult to spot! They have
sharp teeth for catching prey and fighting predators.
WHAT DO I EAT?
Flatfish eat everything from marine worms, squid and shrimp,
to many species of fishes. Young flatfish will eat algae and
plankton too.
WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?
Larger fish and shorebirds will eat flatfish, and so do humans.
In fact, flatfish are one of the most commercially fished groups
in the world. Almost every region of the world has an important
flatfish food species. Some species of flatfish are even
considered delicacies in parts of the world!
HOW DO I REPRODUCE?
Female flatfish will release their eggs into the water to be
fertilised. Some species of flatfish can release over 1 million
eggs at a time! The eggs will drift with the currents of the
ocean and will hatch into tiny fish in just a few days.

www.EXPLORERS.ie

WORM PIPEFISH
IASC PÍOPA PÉISTEANNA
WHAT TYPE OF SEA CREATURE AM I?
The worm pipefish is a bony fish. It is a relative of
the seahorse.
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?
Worm pipefish are found in rockpools and
seaweed habitats on the lower shores and
subtidal zone. You might also find a great pipefish
(Snáthaid mahra mhór) in Irish waters. It likes the
sand and muddy areas extending into estuaries.
WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Nerophis lumbriciformis

Worm pipefish look more like worms than fish,
but, confusingly, they are most closely related to
seahorses! They have a thin, round, smooth body
and only have one fin that sits behind its head.
Males are normally green-brown, while females
can display more bluish tones.
The great pipefish looks similar to the worm
pipefish. However, it has 17-21 body rings and a
longer snout that looks like a long cyclinder. Its
snout is also greater than half of its head size.

SIZE: 15-30 cm
COLOUR: Males are green-brown
and females are blue

LIFESPAN: 5-10 years
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:
SPLASH ZONE

Middle Shore
Lower Shore

INTERTIDAL
ZONE

Upper Shore

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

SUBTIDAL ZONE
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Worm pipefish are extraordinary at blending
into their surroundings. They can camouflage
themselves wonderfully within grass beds because
they are also as thin as a blade of grass.

Did you know?
Worm Pipefish will find a partner and
stay with them for life! How romantic!

WHAT DO I EAT?
The worm pipefish has a short tubular mouth like a straw. It
uses it to suck in its food such as tiny animals and plankton.
WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?
It can be very difficult for predators to find a worm pipefish
because it’s so good at hiding - but larger fish such as blennies
and flatfish can prey upon pipefish. If they’re quick enough,
crabs might also attempt to catch and eat them.
HOW DO I REPRODUCE?
Just like its relative, the seahorse, the male pipefish is the one
who carries and cares for the eggs. The male pipefish has
a small groove on its stomach that it sticks the eggs to. The
females are also the ones who initiate the courtship dance. This
also unusual as this is usually the role of the male for many fish
species.

A picture of a greater pipefish and its relative the seahorse
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FIFTEEN-SPINED SEA
STICKLEBACK
GARMACHÁN FARRAIGE
WHAT TYPE OF SEA CREATURE AM I?
The fifteen-spined sea stickleback is a bony fish.
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?
You can find the fifteen-spined sea stickleback in
rockpools where there is lots of seaweed in the
sub-tidal zone. They can often be found on their
own or in pairs hovering in the water.
WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Photography by Dave Wall

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Spinachia spinachia

SIZE: Up to 20 cm
COLOUR: Brown or olive with a pale
belly

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:

Lower Shore

INTERTIDAL
ZONE

SPLASH ZONE

Middle Shore

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?
The fifteen-spined stickleback blends well into
both sand and seaweed due to its colour markings.
This camouflage helps it to remain unseen from
hungry predators. The 14-16 spines on their back
are also sharp, and will give a nasty poke to any
predator that tries to close its mouth around this
fish.

Did you know?

LIFESPAN: 2 years

Upper Shore

The Fifteen-spined Sea Stickleback has 15 short
spines that run along the length of its back in front
of its dorsal fin. It may sometimes have 14 or 16
spines. The males will often have larger pectoral
(side) fins than the females. They are slender and
brown or olive with a pale belly.

SUBTIDAL ZONE
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Sticklebacks have personalities! Shy
sticklebacks will protect themselves by
hiding, whereas bold sticklebacks will act
more aggressive when threatened.

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

WHAT DO I EAT?
The fifteen-spined sea stickleback will feed on small
crustaceans, such as copepods, and will also eat marine worms
and isopods.
WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?
Larger fish and crabs will eat the fifteen-spined sea stickleback,
but their eggs are usually considered a tastier meal. The eggs
are constantly at risk from predators such as wrasse and shore
crabs. This has made it vital for the eggs to be protected by the
father stickleback.
HOW DO I REPRODUCE?
The male fifteen-spined sea stickleback will build a nest out of
algae pieces, which he sticks together with a special glue that
he makes in his kidneys. The female will lay the eggs and then
will die shortly after. The nest can hold up to 200 eggs, often by
more than one female. The father will then guard the eggs for
five weeks until they hatch, and then will also die soon after his
young leave the nest.
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SMALL-SPOTTED
CATSHARK
CATSÚILEACH BALLACH
WHAT TYPE OF SEA CREATURE AM I?
The small-spotted catshark is a cartilaginous fish.
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?
The small-spotted catshark is the most common
shark in Irish waters. They live close to the seabed
in shallow waters from 1 to 100 metres deep.
They are a nocturnal species so are mainly active
at night. Males rest on the sea bed during the
day, whereas females hide in shallow caves and
crevices. Sometimes, small-spotted catshark can
be found in rockpools, stranded by the changing
tides.
Photography by Jonathan White

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

QUICK FACTS

The small-spotted catshark is covered in small
black spots. They have very rough, pale brown
skin and an even paler underbelly. They have large
black eyes which are often said look like cats' eyes.

SCIENTIFIC NAME

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

Scyliorhinus canicula

All sharks have rough skin that feels like
sandpaper. In fact, more shark anglers get hurt by
shark skin than shark teeth! Shark skin is so rough
because it is covered in hard ‘dermal denticle’
scales - which means ‘skin teeth’. These dermal
denticles give the shark a very strong armour-like
protection all over it's body.

SIZE: Up to 75 cm
COLOUR: Pale brown with small
black spots and a lighter underbelly

LIFESPAN: 12 years
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:
Upper Shore
Middle Shore
Lower Shore

INTERTIDAL
ZONE

SPLASH ZONE

SUBTIDAL ZONE
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Also, when threatened, the small-spotted catshark
family and has a cartilaginous skeleton. will curl
itself into a doughnut shape. By flexing its muscles
this way, it completely hardens the animal, making
it much harder to take a bite out of!

Did you know?
Humans also have cartilage in their
bodies, which is found in the ear and
nose. It also makes up the rib cage.

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

WHAT DO I EAT?
Small-spotted catsharks are predators and eat a variety of
other species. They will often eat other small fish, crabs, worms,
molluscs, and more. They sense their prey using small pores
around the front of their face. These pores can detect weak
electrical pulses that are given off by the heartbeat of species
around them. That’s right – they can sense heartbeats!
WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?
Larger fish, including other sharks, are potential predators of
the small-spotted catshark.
HOW DO I REPRODUCE?
Fertilisation happens internally and then the female lays a
pair of eggs in the shallow subtidal areas. The mother will try
to attach the eggs to seagrass to prevent them from drifting
away. There is a yolk, much like a chicken egg yolk, inside this
egg which the young feed on until they are large enough to
hatch. It usually takes 5 to 11 months after the eggs are laid
for them to hatch. Mating and egg-case laying can happen all
year round, and a female can have between 29 and 62 pups in
her lifetime.
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MERMAID'S PURSE
SPARÁN NA CAILLÍ
MAIRBHE
WHAT TYPE OF SEA CREATURE AM I?
Mermaid’s purses are not actually a sea creature.
They are the egg cases of sharks, skates, and rays.
Most sharks and rays give birth to live young, but
some lay these protective egg casings for the
embryos to grow outside of the parent’s body.
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Photography by Sarah Varian

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Varies depending on the species that
lays it

Mermaid’s Purses can be found in the subtidal
zone, usually attached to seaweed or in the
crevices of rocks. The mother of these egg cases
will try to attach the eggs to something so that
they don’t drift away from the safety of the shallow
waters. Sometimes you will also find egg cases
that have washed ashore. You should hold the egg
case up to the light and look through it - if there
is still a sea creature inside, you should get it back
into the ocean water as soon as possible. It could
hatch to be a baby shark or ray someday!
WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

COLOUR: Oranges, browns & blacks

Egg cases vary greatly depending on what species
of shark or ray birthed the mermaid’s purse.
Some are jet-black with horns on each corner of
a square/rectangular egg case. Small-spotted
catsharks have mermaid’s purses that are skinny
and cream/orange, with a tangling of twisty
threads at the top to help the egg case grip onto
seaweed.

LIFESPAN: 12 years
WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:

Did you know?

SIZE: Varies depending on species –

the small-spotted catshark cases can be
up to 6 cm - see the image above

Upper Shore
Middle Shore
Lower Shore

INTERTIDAL
ZONE

SPLASH ZONE

SUBTIDAL ZONE
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Folklore tales say the shark egg cases are
the lost handbags of the mythical ocean
creatures called mermaids - hence the
name mermaid's purse.

Photo courtesy of Leave No Trace

WHAT DO I EAT?
The embryo inside the mermaid’s purse will feed off a yolk sac,
much like a yolk in a chicken egg. They feed through a cord
that attaches the embryo to the yolk sac. When the yolk is fully
consumed and the embryo is strong enough to hatch from the
egg, it wriggles free of the cord and breaks through the leathery
egg case.
WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?
Some gastropods (marine snails) have been known to bore
inside mermaid’s purses and eat the contents. Other fish and
crustaceans will also prey on the inside of mermaid’s purses if
they pick up the scent.
HOW LONG BEFORE THE EMBRYO HATCHES?
It depends on the species, but embryos can stay in their egg
cases for up to 15 months – that's nearly double the length of
time of a human pregnancy! Other species, however, will be
ready to leave their mermaid’s purses after just a few months.
So it can vary quite a lot from species to species.
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https://marinedimensions.ie/
https://www.marlin.ac.uk/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://www.marlin.ac.uk/

www.EXPLORERS.ie

