
West Strand

Where is it? 
The West or Mill Strand is the smaller of 
the two Portrush beaches and joins the 
harbour to the Black Rocks on the West 
side of the town.

Peat Beds

The West Strand is registered as an 
Area of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI) 
due to the presence of an underlying 
peat bed – the fossilised remains of 
birch and alder trees which are 7,000-
9,000 years old! 

Above:  Picture of the peat beds, 
courtesy of Dr Peter Wilson

This means that Portrush was once 
covered by forest.  

The peat deposits were found in 1888 
when the sea wall was being built.  A 
sea wall is a wall along the beach 
which protects the land above it from 
coastal erosion. ( See  <The Coast/
Seawalls and Promenades>)

Peat forms at the rate of only 1 
millimetre per year, so it must be 
managed and protected.

Peat is usually found in ‘bogs’ or ‘mires’, 
as it requires a damp but stagnant 
area of land.  Peat is used as fuel for 
fires. We still use peat in fires today, 
but as it is a fossil fuel, more and 

more people are switching to more 
sustainable resources such as wind 
and solar.

This site on the West Strand is very 
important for scientists as it is one of 
the very few sites which shows how 
the sand dunes and coastal area 
has changed over such a long period 
of time, and therefore how it might 
change in the future.  
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RNLI

What is the RNLI?

The National Institution for the 
Preservation of Life from Shipwreck 
was born in 1824 largely through the 
efforts of Sir William Hillary, a resident 
of the Isle of Man. In 1854 this evolved 
into the Royal National Lifeboat 
Institution better known perhaps by its 
initials, the RNLI. 

Portrush Lifeboats

Zelinda (later renamed 
Laura):   
1860-1876

Zelinda was 30 feet (9.14m) long with a 7 
foot (2.13m) beam.  It got its power from 
sails on two collapsible masts or from 

six Portrush fishermen at her oars. 

Transported from the Boathouse on 
Kerr Street she could be launched into 
the sea from either the West or East 
side of Portrush depending on the 
location of the vessel in distress and 
the weather conditions. 

Portrush thus became the 109th  
lifeboat station established by the 
RNLI.  

During her 16 years of service Zelinda/
Laura saved 21 lives.

John Whitaker: 
1876-1889

A new lifeboat John Whitaker arrived in 
Portrush by train in October 1876.  

The boathouse had to be made longer 
and wider to fit this vessel. 

However, plans were under way to 
build a new boathouse on the eastern 
shore of the peninsula. 

In 13 years of service John 
Whitaker saved 32 lives in rescue 
missions to six vessels.

Robert and Agnes Blair:   
1889-1902  

 In 1889, the new lifeboat, Robert & 
Agnes Blair, launched with 13 men 
on board. A schooner, Dryad, was in 
difficulties off the White Rocks during 
a gale. Unfortunately, the crew could 

WHAT’S IN THE WATER?
This adventure will take us from the beaches, to the rock pools and out to sea and will amaze you with the crazy creatures 
living right here….in Portrush.  We will also look at the history of the RNLI in Portrush and some of the amazing rescues which 
have taken place.  
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not find Dryad due to the poor visibility, 
stormy seas and heavy rain, so they 
decided to return to Portrush. Heading 
for Blackrock Strand, with the intention 
of beaching the Lifeboat, the vessel 
capsized in the enormous waves 
throwing the crew into the water. 
Despite rescue attempts by men on 
the beach, only 10 men emerged from 
the sea alive. The Dryad meanwhile 
had managed to avoid the rocks 
thanks to the skill of her Captain and 
was able to proceed to Larne. 

Robert & Agnes Blair was recovered 
and went on to serve for another 13 
years during which 12 lives were saved.

Hopwood:  
1902-1924

In 1892 a slipway was constructed on 
the eastern shore of Portrush near 
Port-an-Dhu harbour to make it easier 
and safer to launch the lifeboat. This 
slipway became the basis for a new 
Lifeboat house at Lansdowne which 
opened in 1902. The new lifeboat  also 
needed men at the oars or the wind in 
its sails to move through the sea. 

With the arrival of the next lifeboat this 
would change.

T.B.B.H.:  
1924-1949

A new motor-powered lifeboat T.B.B.H. 
arrived on the evening of 16 July 1924.

It was a 45-foot Watson type lifeboat 
and was a gift from four people to 
the R.N.L.I. – Mrs Margaret Phoebe 
Thornton, Mr Thomas Bartlett, Miss 
Isabella Louisa Broustred and Miss 
Arabella Hooper. 

The initial letters of their surnames 
were incorporated into the name of 
the lifeboat. 

The new boat received a huge 
welcome to its new home in Portrush, 
with the pier and Ramore Head 
packed with people.  Rockets were 
fired and a bonfire was lit on the 
headland. T.B.B.H. served throughout 
the second World War and saved 10 
lives in that time.  

Lady Scott:  
1949-1981 

T.B.B.H. was retired from service in 
1949 her last duty being to lead her 
replacement Lady Scott into Portrush 
Harbour on the evening of Monday 
18th July 1949. Another Watson type 
lifeboat Lady Scott was the gift of the 
Civil Service Lifeboat Fund. 

In October 1960 Lady Scott took part 
in one of the most daring rescues 
undertaken by a Portrush Lifeboat 
when she saved the lives of fourteen 
crew from the cargo vessel Argo 
Delos which was stuck on rocks at Torr 
Beg, a rocky islet five miles off Malin 
Head in Donegal. 

Working along with a Royal Naval 
Frigate, HMS Leopard, and a Royal 
Naval Air Service helicopter from RNAS 
Eglinton, the coxswain of the lifeboat, 
Sam Cunningham and his crew 
rescued a total of twenty nine crew. No 
lives were lost.

For this service Sam Cunningham 
received the RNLI Silver Medal and 
Robert McMullan, Second Coxswain, 
received the RNLI Bronze medal and 
the remainder of the crew received the 
Institution’s Thanks on Vellum.

Lady Scott served for almost 32 years 
at Portrush during which time she was 
extensively re-fitted and modernised 
and saved many lives.

Richard Evans:   
1981-2000 

1981 saw the arrival of a lifeboat with a 
top speed almost double that of Lady 
Scott  – 16 knots – and a much greater 
range. The Arun Class “Richard Evans”, 
named after the RNLI’s greatest living 
hero, was a completely different craft 
from any that had served at Portrush. 
She was a Fast Afloat Boat featuring a 
flying bridge for excellent vantage for 
the Coxswain, cutaway sides to assist 
recovery of survivors from the water, 
powerful diesel engines and a host of 
modern electronic navigation, radar, 
communications, echo sounding and 
direction finding equipment.

A major change was that this new 
lifeboat did not require a boathouse 
and so remained on view at her 
moorings in the harbour. Richard 
Evans was to be a busy lifeboat during 
its years of service.
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In February 1989 Richard Evans  
launched to assist a grounded 
trawler, Osako, near Malin Head and 
Lough Swilly. This was to be no ordinary 
launch: Hurricane force winds had 
struck the North Coast and Richard 
Evans left the harbour into 30-foot 
waves and 113 miles-per-hour winds. 

Listen to the full story of this service as 
told by one of the crew that day, Mark 
Mitchell.

Above:  Richard Evans and Katie 
Hannan Lifeboats with the Jonathan 
Simpson D-class

During its 19 years at Portrush Richard 
Evans saved 70 lives.  

As the boathouse was no longer 
required it was converted to provide 
crew facilities, toilets and a souvenir 
sales shop. A later conversion provided 
accommodation for an inshore 
lifeboat.

Katie Hannan:  
2000-2000

Richard Evans was replaced in 2000 by 
a new Severn Class lifeboat, the first to 
be stationed in Northern Ireland. It was 
named Katie Hannan, in honour of the 
lady who gave £1.1 million towards its 
construction.   This vessel had a range 
of 250 nautical miles, a top speed of 25 
knots (almost 29 miles-per-hour) and 
with a displacement of 38.5 tonnes this 
new boat, designed and constructed 
by the RNLI, was the cutting edge of 
lifeboat technology. Within two weeks 
of going officially “on station” Katie 
Hannan was in action rescuing a yacht 
in difficulties in heavy seas just south 
of Islay, the first of many services.

In 2004 Coleraine Borough Council 
granted the Freedom of the Borough, 
the highest honour that a civic 
authority can bestow, to the Royal 
National Lifeboat Institution. Portrush 
Station was at the time the busiest in 
Northern Ireland.

On the night of Tuesday 29th January 
2008, whilst involved in a hazardous 
operation to save a fishing boat with 
three men on board just outside the 
harbour on Rathlin Island, an unusually 
large wave lifted the 40 tonne lifeboat 
on to the rocks where it became firmly 
wedged. It could not be refloated and 
a replacement lifeboat from the RNLI 
reserve fleet was brought to Portrush 
to take over while arrangements 
were made to salvage the valuable 
equipment from the stranded lifeboat. 

William Gordon Burr:  
2008-current   

A permanent replacement for 
the Katie Hannan was provided 
by another Severn Class lifeboat 
the William Gordon Burr which is the 
lifeboat currently on station.

The William Gordon Burr is identified 
as ‘17-30’.

The main lifeboat is supported by 
a smaller inshore D Class lifeboat 
with a crew of three which deals 
with emergencies closer to the 
shore. The bright orange colour of 
the boats means that it is easily 
seen and identified, as orange is the 
complimentary colour of blue (the sky 
and sea).

Extracted from From Laura to Katie by 
Hugh McGrattan: publisher Portrush 
Lifeboat Raft Race Committee 
2008 with the kind permission of the 
author.

The Portrush lifeboat has, since it first 
arrived, been an important part of 
the life of the town and its people. A 
fishing town and popular as a coastal 
resort; there is no shortage of calls 

to respond to for the crew of local 
volunteers. There is a lot of support for 
fundraising which is managed locally 
by a dedicated team of volunteers.

RNLI Lifeguards

The RNLI now also provides Lifeguards 
during holiday seasons for the two 
beaches at Portrush. Daily during the 
summer and at intervals during other 
holidays, bank holidays and weekends 
throughout the year, the Lifeguard 
team work to ensure all the swimmers, 
surfers and holidaymakers can safely 
enjoy the waters.

To be a RNLI lifeguard is an important 
responsibility, so applicants must 
qualify through training and testing. 
Lifeguards must be able to swim 200m 
in 3 ½ minutes, 400m in 7 ½ minutes, a 
25m underwater with a 25m surface 
swim in under 50 seconds and a 200m 
beach run in under 40 seconds.
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Ramore Head  

The government officially recognised 
the area of Ramore Head and the 
Skerries as an Area of Special Scientific 
Interest (A.S.S.I.) in 1996. This means 
that the area cannot be damaged by 
mining, mineral extraction, dumping, 
construction or the introduction of any 
new species. The Portrush Rocks are an 
important part of the scientific interest 
in the area. 

Peninsula

What is a peninsula?

The word ‘peninsula’ comes from a 
Latin word which literally translates to 
“nearly an island”. 

It is essentially a stretch of land which 
protrudes from a mainland to be 
surrounded by water on most of its 
borders.  

A larger example of a peninsula is 
Florida, or Italy. There are peninsulas on 
every continent on earth, and they are 
commonly used as tourist destinations, 
nature reserves or as places to place 
lighthouses for ships.

Port of the promontory

The name ‘Portrush’ is derived from the 
Irish ‘Port Rois’ which means the ‘port 
of the promontory’.

Portrush being a peninsula means that 
we have more coastal area than many 
other cities and town in the North 
Coast.   This helps the popularity of the 
area as a holiday destination. It also 
helped the town establish itself as it 
makes it distinguishable and easy for 
boats and travellers to find.  

As it stretches out into the water, it is 
naturally popular for fishing and we 
can see this in the successful salmon 
fishing history in Portrush. 

 
This early map of the Portrush 
peninsula, thought to date to around 
1580, shows several interesting 
features: 

·	 a harbour (now the Old Dock), 

·	 a spring (now the Medieval well in 
Antrim Gardens), 

·	 a ruined Church Building (in the 
vicinity of Antrim gardens), 

·	 an English Galleass (a type of ship)

·	 what appears to be a ditch and/
or bank cut across the peninsula 
from the West to the East. 

·	 It also shows a fortified area 
above the harbour on Crannagh 
Hill a now demolished portion of 
Ramore Head.

Plans to make Portrush  
an island

The Lord Deputy Perrot, writing 
from Dunluce Castle on the 17th of 
September, 1584, reported that he had 
taken Dunluce Castle, Dunferte Castle 
(Ballyreagh Castle) and “a pyle by 
Portrushe” believed to be the castle 
above the harbour. 

The ditch and/or bank cut across the 
peninsula was clearly intended to 
make the whole promontory defensive 
but there is no way of dating it.

It is possible that it was planned by 
Perrot to defend Portrush after he was 
granted the land but it is not known if it 
was ever constructed. 

If it had been, Portrush would indeed 
have become an island

Devil’s Washtub

Where is it?

The ‘Devil’s Wash Tub’ is a shallow, 
rocky inlet near the tip of Ramore 
Head, found in front of the park on the 
pathway to the top of the Head.  
 
 

How did it get its name?

On a stormy day, the incoming surging 
waves which are squeezed into the 
narrow channel provide a spectacular 
scene of frothing, foamy water and 
high bursts of spray which can be 
viewed from the path above.  This 
makes it look like the swirling, bubbling 
bath of the devil himself! 
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Although it is not advised to get too 
close to the rough currents and tide 
created by the narrow channel and 
strong waves, the surrounding rocks 
are the perfect location for fishers of 
sea trout and mackerel as the fish get 
trapped or confused in the narrow 
inlet. 

On 25th August 2018, the coastguard 
also reported the washing up of a 
whale carcass in the devil’s washtub 
as it got trapped in the narrow 
passageway.

Rockpools

Keywords: dorsal, caudel and pelvic 
fins, crustaceans, molluscs, barbels, 
algae, tentacles, photosynthesise

What are rockpools?

These little spaces are created when 
the high tide, which brings wildlife and 
water further up the shore, recedes 
during low tide and leaves fresh 
seawater and life in each little ‘pocket’ 
of rock. 

Some creatures will only stay in the 
rock pools until the next high tide 
arrives and they can escape back to 
the sea, while others are permanent 
residents of the much warmer, more 
shallow pools.

The rock pools of Portrush are teeming 
with diversity.

How to look for life in a 
rockpool

At first glance, the rock pools seem 
still and rather uninteresting, but 
each one is filled with different types 
of creatures and plants unique to 
the shallow, sheltered areas of water 
which rock pools provide. 

The seaweed provides perfect hiding 
places and shade for the creatures 
that live in rock pools. If you wait 
patiently, you may be able to see air 
bubbles or vibrations disturbing the 
surface of the pools indicating the 
presence of wildlife. 

What will you find in our 
water?

FISH

Fish that may be seen in the rock pools 
of Portrush include: 
 
Blenny (Lipophrys Pholis)

This little green fish is found on rocky 
shores all along the coastline. It is very 
common and hides under rocks and in 
crannies when the tide is out. It is also 
known as the Shanny and the Sea-
frog. The latter name may be because 
of its habit of basking on weeds out of 
the water and jumping back into the 
pool with a plop when it is disturbed. 

The Blenny has slime-covered skin. It 
also has sharp comb-like teeth which it 
uses to crunch barnacles off rocks and 
to attack dead crabs. 

The adults are up to 16 cm long and 
they come inshore to breed during 
early spring, where the adult male can 
be found guarding eggs in the large 
pools. However, it is the young fish that 
are much more common under rocks 
and even in holes in the rocks. Blennies 
swim with a snake-like motion. They 
can be distinguished from gobies by 
a continuous dorsal (top) fin that runs 
the length of the body.

There are two other blennies that can 
be found between the tides. 

The larger and fiercer Tompot 
Blenny Parablennius Gattorugine is 
brownish-orange and has two distinct 
tentacles on its head. 

The Montagu’s Blenny, Coryphoblennius 
galerita, is similar, but is covered in 
pale blue dots, and has a flap of skin 
on its head. Montagu’s Blenny is only 
found in the south-west of Britain.

Blenny (Lipophrys 
Pholisgobius Paganellus)

The Gobies are the other family 
of fishes that are common on the 
shore. There are several species, but 
the Rock Goby is the one that is often 
discovered under rocks when the tide 
goes out. 

The adults grow to 12 cm long and are 
almost black in colour. However, if they 
are living on sand they may be much 
lighter. 

Young fish are much more common 
than adults on the shore and may only 
be 45 mm in length. 

All the gobies have two dorsal fins and 
a pelvic (underneath) fin that is fused 
into a weak suction cup. They have 
small scales. 

Rock Gobies eat tiny shrimps and 
worms and rarely tackle anything they 
cannot swallow in one go. 
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Common Goby 
(Pomatoschistus Microps)

Drop a pebble into a shallow sandy 
pool and lots of very small fish will 
dart rapidly in all directions before 
coming to rest. They are difficult to see 
because they are coloured to blend in 
with the sandy bottoms on which they 
rest. The Common Goby will be found 
on rocky shores where there are sandy 
pools. It is a small fish that only attains 
a length of 64 mm. Like all gobies it 
has two dorsal fins. It feeds on small 
crustaceans. 

The Common Goby only lives for 
one year and the male guards the 
eggs that will be deposited on the 
underside of a rock or seashell. This 
fish also lives in estuaries. There is 
an almost identical, but larger, fish 
called the Sand Goby, Pomatoschistus 
minutus, which is found in pools nearer 
the low tide mark. It comes inshore to 
breed in the late summer.

Butterfish (Pholis Gunnellus)

Even longer and thinner, the 
Butterfish or Gunnel looks like a snake 
and swims, or rather wriggles along the 
bottom, in a snake-like fashion.

During spring and autumn small 
specimens of this orange-brown fish 
can be discovered in small water-filled 
hollows under rocks when the tide 
recedes. It can be easily recognised by 

about 13 large spots spaced out along 
the top of its body. These are false eye 
-pots and may fool hungry fish into 
thinking it is a much bigger fish and 
not a tasty worm. 

The Butterfish gets its name because 
it is so slippery. It is almost impossible 
to pick up in your hand and it is best to 
use a net.  

Butterfish reach a length of 25 cm, but 
shore specimens are usually smaller 
and feed on small crustaceans. The 
adults eat worms. The male fish guards 
the eggs that are laid in shallow water.

5-Bearded Rockling (Ciliata 
Mustela)

The bronze coloured Rockling is 
unusual in several ways. The first 
dorsal fin consists of a single small ray, 
followed by a fringe of tiny rays in a 
slot. These rays vibrate and may help 
the Rockling to find its food. 

This rockling has five barbels on its 
head that it uses to find worms buried 
in the sand. 

The 5-Bearded Rockling grows to 25 
cm long, although fish found on the 
shore are usually smaller. It can be 
discovered both in pools and under 
rocks. 

Eggs and sperm are released into the 
sea where fertilisation takes place. 

The larvae are silver and live with the 
surface plankton. They are known 
as ‘Mackerel-midges’. In mid- summer 
they move inshore and change colour 
from silver to brown. 

Several other species occur, of which 
the Shore Rockling, Gaidropsarus 
Mediterraneus, has only three barbels.

Bullhead (Taurulus Bubalis)

Seen from above, this fish looks like 
a rock, while it waits in ambush for a 
prawn or small fish to swallow in its 
expandible mouth. 

In the larger pools, this fish can be a 
very common predator. It is known by 
lots of different names like Rockfish, 
Clobberhead and Sea Scorpion in 
different places. 

It can be many different colours 
to match the background where it 
lives. However, the most usual is a 
patchwork brown and cream. Adults 
grow to 18 cm long. Fish of this size will 
only be found in the large pools.  

Smaller and younger fish are common 
during the summer months in the 
company of the prawns on which they 
feed. 

Like most of the shore fish, 
the Bullhead lacks the buoyancy organ 
called the swim bladder. It is heavier 
than water, so when it stops swimming 
it must rest on the bottom. 
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Corkwing Wrasse 
(Crenilabrus Melops)

The wrasse are a large family 
of colourful fishes. Five species 
breed around Britain. Of these it is 
the Corkwing that lives in the shallow 
water offshore where it breeds, 
building a nest amongst weeds.  

Most rock pool fish are squat or 
elongate, and have adapted for a life 
in amongst the rocks, but wrasse are 
ordinary-looking fish and are covered 
in scales. The colour is greenish-brown 
with black horizontal lines and a black 
spot just in front of the tail fin. 

However, when resting, or caught in a 
net, the lines and spot are obscured 
by black vertical bars. In late summer 
the young are very common in the 
lower shore pools feeding on tiny 
crustaceans. 

The adults are aggressive with sharp 
teeth to attack hard-shelled crabs and 
prawns. 

Corkwing Wrasse can grow to 25 cm 
in length. The Corkwing is found all 
around the coast of Britain apart from 
parts of the east coast.  
 

Lesser Weever (Echiichthys 
Vipera) 

Beware! The black dorsal fin of this fish 
contains a venom that if touched or 
trodden on can cause a painful sting. 
Fortunately, it is not very common on 
the shore and generally lives below low 
tide mark in the sandy shallows. 

It buries itself completely in the sand.  

Adult Weevers reach a length of 14 cm. 

They possess very sharp teeth and eat 
worms, shrimps and small fish.

2-Spot Goby (Gobiusculus 
Flavescens)

This small Goby is unusual as it does 
not rest on the bottom but hangs 
motionless in mid- water on the fringes 
of the weeds. 

Small shoals can be found in intertidal 
pools, and if there are no large fish 
present they can be seen in the clear 
water.  

It is the most attractive of the common 
gobies of the shore. In some areas it 
is an orange colour. It is only 6 cm in 
length when fully grown. 

There is a clear black spot just in front 
of the caudal fin; the second spot on 
the side is less clear. 

Sea Stickleback (Spinachia 
Spinachia)

As thin and as long as a pencil, the 
Sea Stickleback is very fierce and may 
attack fish larger than itself.

It reaches 15 cm long and has a 
pointed snout with sharp teeth. There 
are 15 spines in front of the single 
dorsal fin.  

The Sea Stickleback is brown on 
the upper side, silvery underneath, 
and has a big appetite for small 
crustaceans and fish larvae. 

It can become trapped in the larger 
pools at low tide. The male builds a 
nest of weed in summer.  (BRITISH ROCK 
POOL FISH by Andy Horton & Jane Lilley)
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CRABS 

Crabs only walk sideways because 
their legs are placed on the sides of 
their bodies facing outwards, and their 
‘knees’ only bend that way. Our legs 
work in the same way- we can only 
bend our knees forward so we can only 
walk forwards or backwards(without 
using our hip joints which enable us to 
walk sideways).

Here are some crabs you might find in 
our water.

Hermit Crab (Pagurus 
Bernhardus) 

This soft-bodied crab lives in an empty 
spiral shell, moving up sizes as it grows. 

When inside, its right pincer seals the 
entrance. Common in rock pools. 
 
Common (Shore) Crab 
(Carcinus Maenas)

Our most abundant crab, found on all 
coasts. The shell has a jagged front 
edge with tooth-like projections. 

Colour varies, but often dark green. 
 
Broad-Clawed Porcelain 
Crab (Porcellana 
Platycheles)

Hard to find as it’s tiny (up to 1.5cm) and 
clings under rocks. 

Downy haired with wide flattened 
claws, it lives low down the shore, so 
search at low tide. 
 
Velvet Swimming Crab 
(Necora Puber)

Bright red eyes give this its other name 
of Devil Crab. 

Hiding under rocks low on sheltered 
coasts, it’s feisty, snapping with claws 
if threatened.

Edible Crab (Cancer 
Pagurus)  

A seafood shack staple, this red-brown 
crab can grow 25cm wide (the largest 
ones live in deep water). 

Its crimped edge shell is like a Cornish 
Pasty. 
 
Common Spider Crab (Maja 
Squinado)

A big, spiny species with spindly legs 
and impressive pincers up to 45cm 
long. Commonest offshore but in 
summer moves into shallower water.
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OTHER MARINE LIFE 
IN PORTRUSH

The easiest and most common 
creatures to find at rock pools are 
Limpets and Barnacles. Invisible at first 
glance, these soft creatures protect 
themselves by attaching themselves to 
the rocks and forming shells over them. 
They are extremely strong and difficult 
to detach from the rocks.

Common Limpet (Patella 
Vulgata)  

Limpets are dome-shaped molluscs 
with no spiralling of the shell. 

They can live up to 16 years and may 
achieve a maximum diameter of 7 
centimetres. 

These are very important seashore 
herbivores, feeding on microscopic 
algae which covers the rocks like a fine 
carpet.   

They feed by scraping the radula 
(“tongue”) across the rock surface. 

The radula has teeth (toughened with 
iron) on it and acts like a file. Each 
sweep of the radula removes fine 
algae and leaves a grazing mark on 
the rock. 

Their attachment to rock is legendary. 
This adhesion to the surface is by the 
muscular foot and the secretion of a 
chemical. Clamping down at low tide 
will prevent drying out. 

As Limpets settle down they rotate 
the shell and grind it into rock which 
produces a good fit but also, on death, 
leaves a scar on the rock surface. To 
breathe they remove oxygen from the 
water. This is drawn in to the gills via a 
hole above the head. 

BARNACLES 

We often overlook Barnacles as they 
are so small and look like part of the 
rocks themselves rather than individual 
animals.

They are, in fact, tiny prawn-like 
animals which build a shell fixed 
permanently to the rock. 

They live inside their shells and never 
leave it.  When the tide is in, they open 
a trap door at the top of their shell and 
stick out their legs to catch plankton. 
 
Dark Acorn Barnacle Aka 
Volcano Barnacle (Balanus 
Perforatus)

These are often our most easily 
recognisable barnacles.  They tend to 
be larger and are at least a centimetre 
in height, in comparison with just a few 
millimetres that our other barnacles 
reach.

Further out to sea, they can be even 
larger. 

They are purplish or grey in colour 
and tapered in a volcano shape. 
Their sides are often heavily ridged 
as can be seen in the photo, and they 
are frequently found in overlapping 
groups. 

SEA ANEMONES

Sometimes called the ‘flowers 
of the sea’, Sea Anemones are 
actually beautiful animals, closely 
related to jellyfish and corals because 
they have stinging cells which they use 
for the capture of prey and to protect 
themselves against predators. 

Sea Anemones are simple animals, 
often attached to hard surfaces such 
as rocks and boulders. 

Most Sea Anemones live attached, 
catching passing food with their 
tentacles. Sea Anemones can move 
slowly by gliding on their base. 

The diet of most anemones consists of 
small animals such as plankton, crabs 
and fish, however a number of bigger 
sea anemones will eat much larger 
prey. 

Anemones have rings of tentacles 
surrounding their central mouth. 
Tentacles have specialised stinging 
cells called nematocysts. They use 
these to immobilise their prey so that 
the tentacles are then able to move 
the food into the mouth. The extending 
tentacles can also be used to catch 
passing food as it drifts past.

Since anemones are able to clone 
themselves they do not age and 
therefore have the potential to 
live indefinitely in the absence of 
predators or disease. 
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JELLYFISH

Along the shore you may come across 
jellyfish on the beach, especially in the 
summer. 

These clear blobs of an elastic-like 
substance called mesoglea are 
dangerous to move as they can sting if 
they feel endangered. 

Jellyfish don’t have a heart, brain or 
blood and yet still manage to go about 
their daily lives!

What plants will you 
find in our water?

Seaweed

The first thing you can see when 
exploring a rock pool will be the 
seaweed. Seaweed, like all plants, 
needs sunlight to photosynthesise and 
grow, so grows closer to the surface 
of the rockpools or anywhere where 
there is enough light to support the 
plant. There are many different types 
of seaweed we can identify in Portrush 
rock pools.

Purple Laver is easy to identify due to 
its purple colour and broad fronds. Sea 
Lettuce looks rather like the leaves of 
lettuce- a green colour with crumpled 
fronds.

Oarweed is a golden-brown, glossy 
type of kelp which is much bigger, 
growing up to two metres in length, 
and identified by the thick stem which 
splays into distinctive.

Bladderwrack is more commonly 
known as ‘mermaid’s purse’ due to its 
air bladders which are found along the 
fronds. If you pop one, you can hear 
the hiss of the air escaping. These are 
useful adaptations as they allow the 
plant to float closer to the surface of 
the water and get more sunlight for 
photosynthesis. 

Pepper Dulse is a small red or brown 
seaweed shaped like a fern with many 
little ‘leaves’. It is most well-known as 
giving its name to the dried-seaweed 
snack of ‘dulse’ which was very popular 
in the past and is still sold in tourist 
shops in Portrush. 

Sugar Kelp is a golden-brown strap-
like seaweed with frilly fronds which 
can also be used as a sugar substitute.

Gut Weed is the type of seaweed 
which gets caught between your toes 
if you go paddling and is visible as a 
green, grass-like seaweed which can 
grow on rocks, sand or mud at any 
level of the shore which has enough 
light. 

Coastal Zone  

Keywords: greenhouse gases, 
atmosphere, global warming, 
methane, permafrost, carbon footprint, 
sustainable

The Portrush Coastal Zone is owned 
and run by DAERA Marine and Fisheries 
Division and housed in what was an 
old Victorian Bath House. It is located 
at the western end of the Causeway 
Coast Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty (AONB), an area rich in natural 
and historical interest.

The Centre provides information and 
interpretation on the marine and 
coastal environment and overlooks the 
Skerries and Causeway Marine Special 
Area of Conservation (SAC). This SAC 
was the first marine protected area in 
the UK for harbour porpoise and these 
wonderful creatures can often be 
spotted from our viewing platform.

The Centre is also situated 
immediately adjacent to the Portrush 
National Nature Reserve (NNR) 
designated for its geology and fossils. 
The geodiversity of the north coast can 
be explored by visitors to the Centre 
through storyboards and a Virtual 
Reality suite installed in partnership 
with the Causeway Coast and Glens 
Heritage Trust as part of the European-
funded Drifting Apart project.
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Further out to sea...

While at the Coastal Zone, there is lots 
of information on other sea life to be 
found off our coast.

SEALS

Seals may be sighted between the 
Skerries and the coast. 

Harbour Seals are also known 
as Common Seals, and although 
they seem clumsy on land, they are 
perfectly adapted to life in the sea. The 
layers of blubber keep them warm and 
buoyant and they are able to swim 
and hunt within hours of birth! 

They are raised by a single parent and 
are rather inquisitive creatures often 
spotted by their dark heads peeking 
above the surface. 

The Grey Seal has also been spotted 
off Portrush. A lighter colour and larger 
size than their common counterpart, 
the Grey Seal’s Latin name means 
‘hook-nosed sea pig’, which seems 
cruel but does give an indication to its 
appearance. 

The Grey Seal can dive down to 70m 
and has been known to eat lobster 
and octopus.

DOLPHINS & 
PORPOISES

Dolphins have also been sighted off 
the beaches of Portrush. 

Highly intelligent creatures, they work 
in groups to trap and catch their prey 
of squid and fish, working them into a 
‘ball of bait’ before enjoying their hard 
work. 

Dolphins can be spotted by their 
graceful leaps from the water surface 
as they come up to release air.  

The Harbour Porpoise, a similar 
mammal to the dolphin, is 
distinguishable by its blunt nose. The 
shallow and cool waters off the coast 
of Portrush are perfect for the porpoise 
and they are often spotted close to the 
coast.

BASKING SHARKS

On rare occasions, Basking 
Sharks have been sighted off the coast 
of Portrush. 

Normally Basking Sharks like deeper 
waters to hunt in, but the females will 
seek out more shallow waters to give 
birth. They are social creatures, which 
means they will travel and hunt in a 
group. At an average of 6-8 metres 
long, they weigh around 5 tonnes each, 
but despite their reputations and 
the threatening dorsal fin which can 
be seen above the surface, they are 
filter feeders and only arrive in Spring 
to take advantage of the plankton 
blooms they feed on. 

They are made more visible as they 
swim just under the surface of the 
water with their mouths as wide open 
as possible to catch their food. There 
are numerous accounts and videos 
of Basking Sharks coming right up to 
the harbour or alongside boats off 
Portrush.

KILLER WHALE & 
COMMON MOLA

Other rare sightings off Portrush 
include the dramatically named Killer 
Whale (or Orca) with its distinct black 
and white markings and the Common 
Mola (or Ocean Sunfish) with its shark-
like fin that points above the surface, 
making the fish as tall as it is long. 

Mola Mola feed mainly on jellyfish, 
weigh on average 1000kg and mostly 
spend their time at greater depths, 
only really coming to more shallow 
waters to sunbathe.

Climate Change

What is Climate 
change?

Climate change is when the natural 
climate of the earth changes to 
become hotter, with the presence 
of more greenhouse gases which 
have different effects on the earth. 
Greenhouse gases are, again, natural, 
and form a protective barrier in the 
earth’s atmosphere which filters 
the sun’s rays; allowing them to 
enter but keeping some inside the 
atmosphere so that the temperature 
is maintained at a level suitable for 
human inhabitation – acting like a 
greenhouse, which keeps the heat 
in an enclosure for the survival of 
certain plants. However, with so many 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, 
the earth is forced to contain more 
heat than is natural, leading to global 
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warming. Trees are a very important 
resource on earth because they 
convert carbon dioxide (a greenhouse 
gas) into oxygen, which we need to 
breathe.  

It is a natural phenomenon, caused by 
the relationship between the ocean 
and the earth’s atmosphere, volcanic 
eruptions and changes in the earth’s 
orbit and energy received from the 
sun. However, human interference 
in the atmosphere means that this 
climate change is happening at a 
much faster rate than it should be. 
Human causes of climate change 
amount to most of the damage 
and change in the earth’s climate 
and are caused by the releasing of 
dangerous greenhouse gases into the 
atmosphere; such as methane and 
carbon dioxide.

In Northern Ireland, the main factors 
which contribute to climate change 
are agriculture- where animals and 
manure release methane and other 
gases from fertilisers (27%), transport 
(23%), energy (17%) and residential use 
of fuel- use of energy to heat homes 
and run electricity, etc (13%). 

How does it  
affect us?

The effects of global warming include 
rising water levels (mostly due to 
the melting of the icecaps and 
permafrost).  

It would also threaten the wildlife and 
habitats which are so important to 
Portrush and the area. 

It also puts pressure on our drainage 
systems, sewer systems, roads and 
water. An increased temperature and 
pollution, which produces a lower air 
quality, may also threaten livestock, 
crops, wild animals and plants in the 
area. On a more global scale, global 
warming will also cause the melting 
of the ‘permafrost’, which, as well as 
destroying habitats and human towns 
and infrastructure, will release types of 
diseases and germs which have been 
frozen for up to thousands of years. 

What can we do to 
make a difference?

There are many ways we can help 
reduce our ‘carbon footprint’ and slow 
down the effects of global warming. 
For example, choosing to walk, cycle or 
take public transport instead of driving 
a car helps reduce the effects through 
transport. 

Using natural ways to cool or heat the 
house so that we don’t have to use 
as much energy, such as opening a 
window or using shutters instead of 
having air conditioning, or having your 
house insulated and double-paned 
windows, putting a jumper on or 
having carpets and curtains help trap 
heat in the winter instead of relying on 
central heating. 

We can also use more sustainable 
methods of getting energy, such 
as wind or solar energy, which use 
sources which will not run out and do 
not produce greenhouse gases when 
they are used.

Finally, by re-using and recycling 
as much as we can, we reduce the 
amount of waste which goes to 
landfill and has to be burnt (releasing 
greenhouse gases) or naturally 
releases chemicals into the air. It also 
reduces the number of new products 
having to be made and transported 
globally, which cuts down global 
emissions. 
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