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INTRODUCING SHELLFISH
Shellfish come from a family called mollusca (or molluscs). These little animals make up 
23 per cent of all named marine organisms on the planet! While 85,000 species are 
currently known, over 100,000 additional species have been found in fossil records. 
Scientists believe we still have many more species of molluscs on our planet that we 
simply have not discovered yet.

The vast majority of molluscs species live in the oceans. They can be found from our 
seashores to the darkest depths of the ocean. There is a huge range of what these 
molluscs look like, and how they live their lives in one of the toughest environments on 
the planet.

SHELLFISH FAMILIES
Molluscs belong to different types of classes and families:

Gastropods
Gastropods are the largest group, making up about 80 percent of all mollusc species. 
The gastropods tend to have a slug or snail-like appearance, and are often 
accompanied by a swirling spiral shell on top of their backs. Gastropods are also 
non-symmetrical.  This means that the shell coils on a vertical axis, and tilt to one side 
as they spiral. The spiral of the shell is normally right-handed (dextral) where the 
opening of the shell is on the right. Rarely the shells are left-handed (sinistral).

Bivalves
Bivalves make up approximately 14 per cent of all molluscs.  Molluscs have more than 
one shell, which is known as bivalve, meaning two valves.  The shells are usually 
symmetrical, which means when open they are the same on both sides. There is a right 
and a left half to their valve, which are connected by a ligament on the side of the shell 
that is like a hinge. Bivalves can open and close their shells, much like opening and 
closing a book.

Cephalopods
Cephalopod (seph-a-low-pod) mollucscs, such as squid, cuttlefish, and octopuses, are 
incredibly smart compared to other molluscs (and compared to all other invertebrates)! 
The giant and colossal squid are also the largest known invertebrate species in the 
world and live deep in the ocean. They can be the size of a large bus – so we won’t be 
seeing any of them on the seashore!

SHELLFISH



MOLLUSC ADAPTATIONS
Molluscs have evolved and adapted over the years to make them perfectly suited to 
their environment.

Muscular foot
Most seashells have a soft body and a strong muscular foot. Bivalves use their foot to 
dig down into the sand. Gastropods use their foot to move or as suction devices on 
surfaces so they can’t be moved. 

Operculum
Gastropods, such as seasnails, have a single opening which can be covered by a disc 
called an operculum.  This is like a door that covers the shell opening. When the animal 
is under threat or is out of the water, the operculum tightly shuts and seals the animal in 
its shell.

Siphons
Bivalves have tube-shaped siphons that are part of the mantle. This is a flap that 
makes up the outer wall of the fleshy bivalve body. One siphon is used for drawing 
water in so it can pass the oxygen in the water over its gills. The other is used for pump-
ing water out. This is called filter feeding which can only be done when shellfish are 
underwater. 

Radula
The radula is found in every class of mollusc except the bivalves. Gastropods found on 
the seashore such as limpets and seasnails have a radula. A radula is similar in 
function to a human tongue. The radula might be used for eating but is definitely very 
different! A radula is a toothed, tough ribbon that is lashed out of the mouth of the 
mollusc to cut or scrape up food.

Cilia
Bivalves such as clams, oysters and scallops use waving feathery arms called cilia to 
catch their food and bring it towards their mouth, instead of a radula.

SHELLFISH
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The common limpet is a gastropod. 

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Limpets live in abundance on rocky shores in the 
intertidal zone.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

The common limpet has a single shell that is  
cone- shaped, like a volcano. The shell has a 
pointy top, which is almost in the centre. Ridges 
can be seen spreading from the top of the shell to 
the base. Underneath the limpet, it has one huge 
foot.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

The limpet’s hard shell is like a safety helmet that 
protects it from drying out. The shell also protects 
it from when the tide is out and from being 
attacked by predators such as crabs and birds. 
The limpet’s giant foot acts as a watertight sucker 
under its shell, helping it stick firmly to the rocks.

Scientists believe that the limpet’s muscular body 
that clasps onto rock and the amount of moisture 
contained in its shell affects the shape of the shell. 
In the upper shore where it is exposed, when the 
tide is out, the limpet needs more moisture. Here 
the shell is larger and has a higher point.

In the lower part of the shore where there may 
be crashing waves during low tide and more 
predators, the limpet’s cone shape is flatter and 
stays lower to the surface of the rock. 

Engineers in the UK have found that 
Limpets’ teeth are made of the strongest 
biological material ever tested - even 
stronger than spider silk.

Did you know?

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Patella vulgata

SIZE: Up to 7 cm

COLOUR: Greyish white or creamy 
fawn

LIFESPAN: Up to 17 years

COMMON LIMPET
BAIRNEACH COITEANN
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Photography by Anna Quinn
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WHAT DO I EAT?

Limpets are herbivores and go out on feeding excursions 
grazing microscopic algae that live on the surface of rocks. 
They have a radula, which contains over 100 rows of tiny teeth. 
Only the outer teeth are used for scraping and feeding. As they 
wear out, the teeth are replaced with the teeth that follow, like 
on a conveyor belt.

A limpet lives on one rock and has a homing behaviour. It will 
leave a trail of mucus behind it, just like snails, which provides 
its direction of travel. After feeding, they return to their home 
‘scar’ where they have carved out a little groove on the rocks 
that perfectly fits their shell. 

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Limpets are prey for starfish, shore-birds, fish, seals, and 
humans.

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Limpets are hermaphrodites, which means they produce both 
male and female reproductive cells. At about nine months, 
they become male and after a couple of years they change to 
become female. They release their spawn in the water once a 
year, when triggered by rough seas and wind. This is usually 
in autumn and winter. Larvae live in the water for a couple of 
days before settling onto a hard surface, such as a rock.

Photography by Carmel Madigan and Cushla Dromgool-Regan
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

Blue mussels are a bivalve.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Blue mussels are usually found in the subtidal and 
intertidal zones on rocky shores, where they like 
to live on a hard surface. When they are larvae 
they float with the ocean currents until they find a 
suitable place to live, and then they permanently 
attach there.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Blue mussels are shaped like teardrops and are 
usually bluish-purple or brown. Their shells come 
in two parts and are hinged on the side (meaning 
they open like a book). The blue mussel firmly 
attaches itself to rocks or hard surfaces using 
strong threads, known as byssal threads. Byssal 
threads are a liquid that shoots out of a gland 
near the mussel’s foot and hardens when it comes 
into contact with water.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

Blue mussels often pile themselves on top of 
one another in very tight clusters. This can be 
a protection technique, as it can be difficult for 
predators to single out a mussel. Their shells are 
also incredibly tough, but mussels do have to open 
their shells to breathe. Some predators of the blue 
mussel have learned to wait until the mussels poke 
its valve out to take a breath, and then they will 
quickly wedge the mussel open so it can be eaten.

Blue mussels help to actively remove sediments 
from the water, making it cleaner, which can 
benefit all of the other species that survive near 
the mussel beds.

Did you know?

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Mytilus edulis

SIZE: 1-10 cm

COLOUR: Bluish purple or brown

LIFESPAN: 18-24 years

BLUE MUSSEL
DIÚILICÍN

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan
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WHAT DO I EAT?

Blue mussels are filter feeders and scavengers. This means they 
will filter whatever is floating in the water, consuming dead 
animals and debris. 

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Sea stars, sea urchins, flounders, dogwhelks, and sandpipers 
are all known to eat blue mussels. There are also several 
birds such as gulls and crows that like to pick mussels out of 
rockpools.

Humans also like to eat mussels. Blue mussel shells have been 
recorded as food as far back as 6,000 BC! 

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Blue mussels first mature as males but later change into 
females. Their spawning takes place between April and 
September, depending on the water temperature, currents, 
and other environmental conditions. An individual female, on 
average, can produce 5 to 8 million eggs. Larger females may 
produce as many as 40 million eggs.

Once the eggs are fertilised they will settle and begin to 
develop into adult mussels in approximately 2-3 weeks.

www.EXPLORERS.ie
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The dogwhelk is a gastropod.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Dogwhelks are mainly found on the lower shore. 
After they feed, they will hide in a rock crevice for 
a few days before searching for food again.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Dogwhelks have a smooth snail-like shell. Their 
shells are mainly white, but can sometimes be 
brown or yellow.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

Similar to other marine snails, the dogwhelk has 
a tough shell that can be ‘closed’ with a special 
lid called an operculum. Some dogwhelks have 
been found to develop ‘teeth’ at the base of their 
shell, but only if they live closer to the low-tide line. 
These ‘teeth’ allow the dogwhelk to grip onto the 
rock much more tightly, and make it difficult for 
animals, such as crabs, to pry them from the rock.

WHAT  DO I EAT?

Dogwhelks feed on smaller molluscs such as 
mussels and periwinkles. They attack their prey by 
drilling a hole through their prey’s shell and using 
a chemical to dissolve their prey into a soup that it 
then drinks up!

Dogwhelks create a reddish-purple 
material that was used as ink by monks 
to write manuscripts thousands of 
years ago in Ireland.

Did you know?

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Nucella lapillus

SIZE: Up to 4 cm

COLOUR: Mainly white, but 
sometimes brown or yellow

LIFESPAN: Up to 10 years

DOGWHELK
CUACHMA CHON

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan
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WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

The main predators of the dogwhelk are crabs, prawns, 
shorebirds and fish. Dogwhelks found on sheltered shores, 
where there are more predators usually develop thicker shells 
than those on exposed shores.

HOW DO I REPRODUCE? 

Fertilisation is internal. Dogwhelks lay eggs in yellow-coloured 
capsules under rocky hangings. Their capsules look like grains 
of rice. Each capsule can contain up to a thousand eggs! Most 
of these eggs will be eaten by the few that hatch.

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The edible periwinkle is a gastropod.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

The edible periwinkle can be found on rocks and 
amongst seaweeds in the middle to lower sections 
of the shore. They don’t like areas where it’s dry, 
so they will often be found huddled together in a 
rockpool when the tide is low.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

The edible periwinkle has a rounded, swirled 
shell with dark lines and a pointed top. The shell 
is usually grey-brown. The shell is larger in size 
and rounder in shape than other periwinkles. It is 
therefore, ‘fatter’ and more fleshy inside.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

The edible periwinkle protects itself by 
withdrawing into its shell and then closing the 
entrance with its operculum. When they retreat 
into their shells, they can’t use their suction foot 
to hold onto rocks. To prevent themselves from 
floating away, they produce a sticky mucus that 
glues their shell to their surroundings.

Periwinkles are also fantastic at combating 
dehydration. With this protection mechanism,  
they can survive out of water for several weeks!

The Edible Periwinkle has been 
eaten in Ireland since the Stone                          
Age – approximately 10,000 years ago!!!

Did you know?

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Littorina littorea

SIZE: Up to 3 cm

COLOUR: Grey or brown usually, but 
can also be shades of black and red

LIFESPAN: Up to 5 years

EDIBLE PERIWINKLE
GIORADÁN

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan
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WHAT DO I EAT?

The edible periwinkle is a herbivore, which means it only eats 
plant-based food. It uses its sharp tongue, known as the radula, 
to feed on microalgae and algae that are attached to rocks. 
Edible periwinkles break down food by mixing it with mucous 
on their radula before eating it.

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Starfish, whelks, and some fish eat edible periwinkles. Humans 
also like to eat periwinkles. They are commonly sold and 
enjoyed with pepper and vinegar.

It’s also not uncommon to see a hermit crab inhabiting the 
empty shells of periwinkle.

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Female periwinkles lay egg capsules, usually up to 2 to 9 at a 
time. The eggs then float away in the ocean current and hatch 
after a few days. The larvae find their way back to shore after 
about six weeks.

www.EXPLORERS.ie
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The flat periwinkle is a gastropod.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

You will find the flat periwinkle living on the middle 
to lower parts of rocky shorelines, around the 
seaweeds that it feeds on.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

The flat periwinkle has a whorled (spiral) shell, 
which can be orange, bright yellow, brown, or 
green. It is flat in shape compared to other 
periwinkles and also has a very shiny, smooth shell.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

The flat periwinkle protects itself by withdrawing 
into its tough shell and then closing the entrance 
with a special lid, called an operculum. By closing 
the entrance to its shell it also stops water loss. 
This enables them to be out of the water for a long 
time.

Flat periwinkle’s are often found on 
bladder wrack seaweed where they can 
be easily mistaken for the seaweed air 
bladders.

Did you know?

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Littorina obtusata

SIZE: Up to 1 cm

COLOUR: Variety of colours 
including orange, yellow, green, brown

LIFESPAN:  Up to 5 years

FLAT PERIWINKLE
FAOCHA LEATHAN

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan
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WHAT DO I EAT?

The flat periwinkle is a herbivore, which means it only eats      
plant-based food. Its favourite foods are seaweed and algae.

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Crabs and shorebirds are the main predators of the flat 
periwinkle. Interestingly, there have been studies done on 
predators preferring to eat certain colours of flat periwinkle. 
For example, the green crab might only want to eat the orange 
periwinkles, but will ignore the yellow, brown, and green ones.

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Flat periwinkles can lay up to 280 eggs on seaweed wracks. It 
takes about four weeks for the young to hatch.

www.EXPLORERS.ie
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The rough periwinkle is a gastropod.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Rough periwinkles are usually found on the upper 
to middle shore in the intertidal zone. This means 
that flat periwinkles tend to spend most of their 
time out of the water. They are most often found 
hiding in rock crevices, under rocks, and even in 
empty barnacle shells.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Rough periwinkles have a whorled (spiral) shell. 
Their shell is much rougher than the shells of other 
periwinkles, which is where they get their name 
from. They range in colour from shades of orange 
to green and black. They can also be found with 
stripes.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

The rough periwinkle can hide itself inside its very 
tough shell. It can actually make its shell thicker 
or thinner depending on how much protection it 
needs from local predators! It can also close the 
entrance to its shell with its operculum. When the 
operculum is closed, the rough periwinkle traps 
water inside its shell, which enables it to live out of 
water for many hours. It can also glue itself to the 
rocks using a very hard mucus. This makes it more 
difficult for the rough periwinkle to be knocked 
off the rocks, or to be pulled from the rocks by 
predators.

Rough periwinkles have an air bubble 
between their body and their shell. They 
use this air to breathe when they have 
‘closed’ their shell!

Did you know?

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Littorina saxatilis

SIZE: Up to 1.8 cm

COLOUR: Orange, green or black, 
some with stripes

LIFESPAN: Up to 5 years

ROUGH PERIWINKLE 
FAOCHA GHARBH
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WHAT DO I EAT?

Rough periwinkles are herbivore, which means they only eat 
plant-based foods. They eat algae and lichen by scraping it off 
the rocks with their sharp tongue.

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Crabs are the main predator of the Rough Periwinkle. Rough 
periwinkles that are found on an exposed shore will often have 
much tougher shells than those that have more cover. This can 
help them not be battered by strong waves, but also makes it 
more difficult for crabs to crack their shells open!

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Female rough periwinkles give birth to live young, which are 
already in their shells.  

The baby periwinkles are known as, ‘crawlaways’.  As soon 
as they are laid, they can crawl away in their tiny shell.  The 
crawlaways are about half a millimetre long.  If you look at the 
tip’s of the periwinkle’s shell - this is the same shell it was born 
with.

www.EXPLORERS.ie
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I? 

The thick topshell is a gastropod.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

The thick topshell is found on on the upper to 
middle part of the intertidal zone of rocky shores. 
They can be found on beaches from Ireland all the 
way to Morocco!

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Their shell is both cone-shaped and whorled-spiral 
shape. It is a grey-green with dark red-purple 
zig-zag patterns. The inside of the shell has a 
pearlescent effect known as ‘mother of pearl’. They 
also have a little bump that looks like a ‘tooth’ just 
inside the opening of the shell, which is where they 
also get the name ‘toothed topshell’. Their eyes are 
on stalks, and they have a pair of tentacles located 
on the head to help sense for food.

The inside of the thick toothed topshell 
has a beautiful shiny mother-of-pearl 
appearance. Many years ago the shells 
were collected to make ‘pearly’ buttons.

Did you know?

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Phorcus lineatus

SIZE: 2-3 cm high

COLOUR: Grey-green and dark    
red-purple

LIFESPAN: Up to 20 years

THICK TOPSHELL
FAOCHÁN MHUIRE TIUBH

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME:
Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan
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HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

Similar to marine snails, thick topshells can withdraw inside 
their shell and shut the opening with a lid called an operculum.
Closing this operculum it makes very difficult for predators to 
open the shell and get at the fleshy body of the snail.

WHAT DO I EAT?

Thick topshells are herbivores, which means they only eat  
plant-based food. They can be found grazing on algae stuck to 
rocks at high tide.

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

The main predators of the thick topshell are prawns, crabs, and 
sometimes fish.

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Thick topshells reproduce when the temperatures get warmer. 
They are ‘broadcast spawners’, meaning that the eggs and 
fertiliser are released into the water together. Young thick 
topshells hatch from their eggs after just 30 hours!

www.EXPLORERS.ie
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The razor clam is a bivalve.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Razor clams burrow beneath the sand around the 
low tide zone on the seabed. They bury themselves 
10-20 centimetres into the sand, using their strong 
muscular foot.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Razor clams have two long thin fragile shells which 
are cream to brownish with tinges of purple. Their 
shells are hinged (meaning they open like a book). 
The colour of the shell gets paler closer to the 
hinge. The shape of the shell looks like the long 
razors that men used to shave with many years 
ago.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

The razor clam’s best defence mechanism is how 
quickly it can bury itself. A razor clam can dig 
downwards at speeds of 1 centimetre per second, 
meaning it can often disappear from view entirely 
in about 10-20 seconds. It does this by secreting a 
water-like substance into the sand around it, 
turning the surrounding sand into quicksand. This 
makes it much easier for the razor clam to pull 
itself down through the sand. Its long muscular 
foot is also used by inflating it hydraulically (using 
fluids), and it then pushes it down into the sand 
outside of its shell. It then anchors itself and 
deflates the foot and pulls the shell down over its 
body. 

In Scotland, razor clams are called ‘spoots’. 
This name comes from the jet of water 
they shoot out of their shell when burying 
themselves in sand. 

Did you know?

Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Ensis ensis

SIZE: 12 cm

COLOUR: Cream to brownish with 
tinges of purple.

LIFESPAN: Up to 10 years

RAZOR CLAM
SCIAN MHARA
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WHAT DO I EAT?

Razor clams are filter feeders. They have a short syphon that 
grabs food from the water and the sand that surrounds them. 
They mainly feed on plankton, algae, and detritus (dirt and 
other floating materials).

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Razor clams raised through the surface of the sand are often 
eaten by shorebirds, such as gulls. They are also eaten by crabs 
and demersal fish. These are fish that stay at the bottom of the 
seabed, such as flounder. Humans also love to eat razor clams.

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

A razor clams is mature at two years of age. Males and 
females often spawn in the spring and summer when water 
temperatures are warmer, but spawning can occur year-round. 
They spawn through broadcast spawning, which means that 
the females and males release their eggs and fertiliser into 
the water and the eggs are fertilised externally. A female can 
produce 6-10 million microscopic eggs per spawn!  The larvae 
will develop into juvenile clams in 5-16 weeks, and will start to 
dig their way into the sand as their shells develop.

www.EXPLORERS.ie



www.EXPLORERS.ie

WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The flat topshell is a gastropod.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME? 

Flat topshells are found from the upper shore to 
where the waves break at high tide. They prefer 
sheltered rocky shores.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Flat topshells are named because their shells are 
much flatter than other topshell species. They 
are green-grey with purple stripes across the 
shell. These purple bands tend to fade away as 
the snail gets older. The inside of their shell has a 
pearlescent effect known as mother of pearl.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

Similar to other marine snails, the flat topshell 
can withdraw inside its shell and shut the opening 
with its operculum. Closing this operculum makes 
it very difficult for predators to open the shell and 
get at the fleshy body of the snail.

Photography by Dave Wall

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Steromphala umbilicalis

SIZE: Up to 2 cm

COLOUR: Green or grey with purple 
stripes

LIFESPAN: Up to 8 years

FLAT TOPSHELL 
FAOCHÁN MHUIRE   
  CORCRA
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WHAT DO I EAT?

The flat topshell is a herbivore, which means it only eats         
plant-based food. The favourite food of the flat ttopshell is 
microalgae and detritus (small bits of waste and dirt).

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

The main predators of the flat topshell are crabs, prawns, 
shorebirds, and fish.

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

There are male and female topshells and fertilisation is external 
(outside the body). Flat topshells are ‘broadcast spawners’, 
meaning that the eggs and fertiliser are released into the water 
together. The eggs hatch into free-swimming larvae and settle 
in an area to grow their shell after a few days.

www.EXPLORERS.ie

Flat topshells have a small, deep hole on 
the underside of their shell known as the 
‘umbilicus’. This is their version of a belly 
button!

Did you know?
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The common cockle is a bivalve.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Common cockles are one of the most common 
seashells washed up on the seashore in Ireland. 
They usually bury themselves 2-3 centimetres 
below the sand or mud, and root themselves in 
place with their muscular foot (like an anchor). 
Common Cockles can be found in massive clusters 
- with over 10,000 cockles per square metre!

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Cockles have a grey-white shell, sometimes with 
yellow or brown markings. They have deep ridges 
that run from the hinge of the shell up to the 
opening lip.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

Common cockles have a thick, sturdy shell that 
protects them from predators and from drying 
out if they get washed ashore. Some predators, 
such as crabs, are easily able to crack their shells 
though - which is why they get extra protection by 
burying themselves below the sand to stay out of 
sight.

WHAT DO I EAT?

Common Cockles are filter feeders, meaning they 
filter microscopic particles and plankton out of the 
water.

You can count a cockles, age by counting 
its growth bands. Each heavy band is one 
year!

Did you know?

Photography by Rootstocks

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Cerastoderma edule / Cardium edule

SIZE: Up to 5 cm

COLOUR: Greyish-white, sometimes 
with yellowish or brown markings

LIFESPAN: 5-10 years

COMMON COCKLE
RUACAN
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WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Shorebirds, crabs, and flatfish all love to eat common cockles. 
Humans love cockles too, especially in Ireland.  In 1990, in 
Dublin Bay alone, 80 tonnes of cockles were fished from the 
bay. An average sized car is one tonne – so imagine 80 cars’ 
worth of just cockles!

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Males and females release eggs and fertiliser into the water at 
the same time. Females release about 1,900 eggs per second! 
After about four days, the muscular foot will develop on the 
fertilised eggs and help root them in place. After three months, 
the juvenile cockles will be about one millimetre long, and will 
start rapidly growing into an adult. They will be fully mature in 
about 18 months.
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

A chiton is a mollusc.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Chitons are found on rocky shores and in 
rockpools. They can be spotted from the lower 
shore to ocean depths of up to 200 metres.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Chitons have a small, oval-shaped shell. Most 
are greyish-brown with markings that make them 
difficult to spot among the rocks and sand. Their 
shells are made up of eight interlocking plates, and 
are surrounded by a ring of muscle called a girdle. 
The fleshy girdle is normally reddish-brown, and 
can have tiny spines that come in many different 
colours.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

Chitons are sometimes called ‘coat-of-mail shell’ 
because of their interlocking armoured shell. If a 
chiton feels threatened, it can roll itself up into a 
ball, completely surrounding its body with its tough 
shell. Chitons are also excellent at camouflage. 
Their mottled patterns help them to blend in with 
the rocks that they call home.

Some chitons have more than 1,000 eyes 
and some chiton species have none!

Did you know?

 Photography by Cushla Dromgool-Regan

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Varies depending on the species.                  
The most common is Lepidochitona cinerea

SIZE: 4 cm

COLOUR: Most are greyish-brown 
with a reddish-brown ‘girdle’

LIFESPAN: Up to 20 years
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WHAT DO I EAT?

Chitons are herbivores, which means they only eat plant-based 
food. They eat microalgae that they cut off rocks using their 
tough, rasping tongue, which is called a radula.

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Seabirds, sea stars, crabs, lobsters and fish all eat chitons. 
Humans also eat chitons – mainly in countries where they can 
find bigger species!

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Chitons are either male or female, and when they mate they 
release eggs and fertiliser into the water together. Depending 
on the species, eggs will either float to the seafloor and 
eventually hatch, or the parent chiton will carry around the 
eggs in its mantle cavity (the body wall inside the shell), until 
they hatch.
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WHAT TYPE OF SHELLFISH AM I?

The sea hare is a mollusc.

WHERE WILL YOU FIND ME?

Sea hares are usually found in shallow waters, 
but they can be occasionally found on the lower 
shoreline or in rockpools.

WHAT DO I LOOK LIKE?

Sea hares look very similar to sea slugs, which 
is why many people assume that sea hares are 
gastropods, but they are in fact molluscs. Their 
shell is under their skin!

Their body colour can differ depending on the 
foods they eat. Many young sea hares are  red or 
purple. Adult sea hares appear more greenish. It is 
also common to see sea hares with white or black 
spots along the body.

HOW DO I PROTECT MYSELF?

Sea hares are able to shoot out both white and 
purple dyes when they are disturbed! This is used 
to confuse and disorient their predators, giving the 
sea hare time to escape.

Sea hares get their name because of the 
two flattened tentacles on top of their 
head. They look like they have rabbit ears!

Did you know?

 Photography by Dave Wall

QUICK FACTS
SCIENTIFIC NAME
Aplysia punctata

SIZE: Up to 14 cm

COLOUR: Reddish when young; 
greenish when adult

LIFESPAN: Up to 1 year

SEA HARE
GIORRIA MARA
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WHAT DO I EAT?

Sea hares are herbivores, which means they only eat         
plant-based foods. Young sea hares eat red algae, which can 
give the younger Sea Hares a red or purplish colour. Adult sea 
hares tend to eat more green and brown algaes, making them 
appear more green or olive.

WHAT LIKES TO EAT ME?

Crabs and lobsters love to eat sea hares, and humans eat sea 
hare eggs as a delicacy in certain countries. Humans don’t 
usually eat grown sea hares though, as they can cause us to 
feel very ill.

HOW DO I REPRODUCE?

Sea hares are hermaphrodites, meaning they have both 
male and female reproductive organs! Many Sea hares meet 
together to mate and lay pink eggs that are fertilised and laid 
in tangled threads. Sea hares do not live very long lives and die 
soon after they reproduce.
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There are lots of lovely books and websites for children to find information about the 
animals that live on the seashore. The following books are some that have helped us, 
and are very useful to have at the seashore when exploring.

Asa Barber et al. (April 2015) Journal of The Royal Society Interface 12 (105)

Challinor, H., Murphy-Wickens, S., Clark. J., Murphy, A. (2001) A Beginner’s Guide to
Ireland’s Seashore, Sherkin Island Marine Station, Cork, Ireland

Fish J. D., and Fish, S. A. (2011) A Student's Guide to the Seashore (3rd edition),
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England

Sterry, P., and Cleave, A. (2012) Collins Complete Guide to British Coastal Wildlife
- A photographic guide to every common species, HarperCollins Publishers, London, UK

Taylor, L., and Nickelsen, E. (2018) Ireland’s Seashore A Field Guide, The Collins Press, 
Cork, Ireland.

USEFUL LINKS
https://exploreyourshore.ie/
https://www.marlin.ac.uk/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://animaldiversity.org/
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov
http://www.fao.org
https://marinebio.org
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