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Introduction 

This survey was carried out by eight volunteer divers on the chartered hard boat Blue Turtle based in Lyme 
Regis. The main aim of the survey was to look at un-dived features from the DORIS multibeam sonar survey in 
the Closed Area with a primary emphasis on increasing the spread of Seasearch records. In two instances the 
selected sites were in the vicinity of previous Seasearch records with the aim of collecting data to contribute 
towards monitoring any gross changes in communities. The DORIS map can be seen at 
http://www.dorsetwildlifetrust.org.uk/doris.html and a map and details of the Closed Area can be seen in the 
Appendix.  

 

Diving practice 
All divers on the survey were volunteers, had been Seasearch trained and were familiar with Lyme Bay diving in 
circa 25 metre depths. Four dives were carried out over the two days. Underwater visibility varied from two to 
four metres in blooming plankton, with better visibility in deeper water. On each site the centre of the site was 
shotted and buddy pairs volunteered for a direction in which to head whilst recording. A Seasearch Surveyor 
form was completed by each buddy team for each site using descriptions and species records from each diver.  
Where photographs, or video were taken, these were used to help complete forms. Seasearch Surveyor forms 
(thirteen in total) have been lodged with Dorset Wildlife Trust and will be entered on the Marine Recorder data 
base. The data on the forms and in this report are presented in good faith with the aim of contributing to an 
accurate picture of seabed topography and biota. 
 

Diving conditions 
Surface conditions were excellent, sunny with slight seas and neap tides. Breeze, up to force 3 on Saturday was 
from the North, changing to southeast during Sunday but blowing less strongly. In-ǿŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŘƻ-
ŀōƭŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Phaeocystis plankton bloom reducing visibility, the effect of this being greater the closer in to the 
shore. Water temperature was 11 to 12 degrees Celsius and swell negligible. 
 

Observations 
Observations from the dives are presented in two sections, the second of which (page 10) offers an analysis of 
what was seen. This is intended to take the reader beyond a bare report of what was seen. It is hoped that this 
and the questions highlighted in blue on page 15 will stimulate discussion. 
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Target selection 
The following considerations played a part in selection of targets: 
ω No previous Seasearch data. Or: 
ω The possibility of monitoring communities in areas thought possible to harbour maerl or to develop 
stony reef community. 
ω The possible existence of sediment veneers over bedrock. 
 
Bedrock reef habitats in Lyme Bay have been extensively recorded in the past with Seasearch records clustering 
around areas of rugged bedrock habitat. In more recent years, aided by the DORIS bathymetry, emphasis has 
begun to change ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴ ΨblanksΩ in the coverage of Seasearch records, prompting visits to less-rugged 
habitat and reports have been made of sites where reef biota have been recorded growing through sediment 
άǾŜƴŜŜǊǎέ ƻǾŜǊ ōŜŘǊƻŎƪ Σ ōƻǳƭŘŜǊǎ ƻǊ ŎƻōōƭŜǎΦ As veneer habitats are under-recorded and can harbour unusual 
species, one of the objectives of these dives was to see if this habitat could be found and recorded. Stony reefs 
are also seldom-recorded, being vulnerable to disturbance, especially where the average size of individual 
ΨǎǘƻƴŜǎΩ ƛǎ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ǎƳŀƭƭΦ One of the criteria an area of seabed must fulfil to qualify as stony reef (Irving 2009) is 
that the substratum must be stable-enough to develop a fauna and/or flora of long-lived species growing upon 
hard surface.  
 

 
Figure 1: Snapshot of the DORIS bathymetry for Lyme Bay with 2019 dive sites marked. 

 

Divers 
Lin Baldock (BMB), Ruth Beaver (RB), Alison Bessell (AMB, Sunday only), Alistair Cott (AC), (Nick Owen (NJO), 
Cathryn Quick (CEQ), Ben Robinson (BR) Ruth Sharratt (RS). All divers were volunteers. 
 

Summary descriptions of dived sites. 
All dive pairs were asked to produce Seasearch forms for each site and these are lodged with Dorset Seasearch 
and will be uploaded to the National Biodiversity Network via Marine Recorder in due course. The completed 
forms were used to produce the seabed and habitat descriptions in this report. Site names are arbitrary and 
serve only to distinguish between sites.  Bracketed letters after species names are SACFOR abundances. 
Depths on site diagrams are given as metres Below Sea Level (BSL) and positions are of the shot, taken from the 
dive boat GPS and use the WGS84 datum. !ƭƭ ŘŀǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘ ȅȅȅȅƳƳŘŘ ǿƛǘƘ άŀέ ŀƴŘ άǇέ ŀŘŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǾŜ 
1 and dive 2 for ease of sorting of records. 
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Site 1 Lanes Ground Cluster Centre. 
Date 20190511a 
Position  50 40.477ΩN 02 54.952ΩW 
Lanes Ground is an area of relatively flat seabed  clear of obstructions that could impede the use of bottom-
towed fishing gear (BTG). In this area there is a cluster of Seasearch records dating back to 2004 (BTG use was 
stopped in 2008). This location was chosen so as to collect data on seabed community/ies encountered so as to 
contribute diver records towards monitoring any long-term changes in community in the absence of disturbance 
by BTG. 
 
Seabed description. 
CEQ, BMB and BR went nortƘǿŜǎǘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ άŦŀƛǊƭȅ Ŧƭŀǘ ǎŜŀōŜŘέ ŀǘ нсƳ .{[ ƻŦ άaƛȄŜŘ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻōōƭŜǎΣ ǎƛƭǘȅ 
sŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀǾŜƭέ ǿƛǘƘ  άōǊȅƻȊƻŀƴκƘȅŘǊƻƛŘ ǘǳǊŦ ŀƴŘ ǎǇƻƴƎŜǎΦέ Large sessile species, including Pentapora foliacea 
(R), Eunicella verrucosa (O) Phallusia mammillata (O) and several hydroids were recorded. Infauna included 
Pawsonia saxicola (R) and Myxicola infundibulum (R). 
 

 
Figure 2. Seabed sketch copyright CEQ. note sessile species shown on clasts. 

 
RS and NJO recorded a slightly silty stony reef on flat seabed composed of small boulders, cobbles and pebbles 
with patches of gravel and shell fragments/muddy sand between. Small areas of underlying stiff, piddock-bored 
blue-grey clay were seen and photographed. Clasts* supported a diverse turf of sponges, hydroids, bryozoan 
crusts, squirts (Phallusia prominent) and frequent small to medium Eunicella. Small foliose red algae were 
present but rare. Frequent Free-swimming, palm-sized Pecten maximus (F), and dead P. maximus shells (C) in all 
states of colonisation from fresh to eroded/encrusted were noted. 
 
*Clast: A fragment of rock broken off larger rock. A separate piece of mineral geological detritus broken or 
eroded out of a geological deposit and of a size ranging from that able to be picked up individually in the fingers 
to boulder size. Source: Various, geology, informal. 
 

 
Figure 3: Dive 1 Lanes Ground Cluster Centre 
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Image 4. Bioconsolidation of clasts: left hand image shows several pebbles in the right-hand part of the image 
linked by the sponge Iophon sp. (also overgrowing foliose red algae) and a small gravel flake with a coralline 
crust (black arrow) linked by Iophon. The right hand image shows the same flake lifted and rotated about its 

long axis to expose the lower face ς the Iophon ΨōǊƛŘƎŜΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƻǊƴ away to do so. 5ƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŎŀƭŜΦ 
 

 
Image 5. Gopro snapshot showing a degenerate Pentapora colony growing over at least five clasts (arrowed). 

 

 
 

Image 6. Gopro snapshot showing typical substratum encountered with four Eunicella verrucosa (black arrows).  
Note size of colonies, small size of clasts and presence of pebbles and gravel/shell fragments. 
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Site 2 Inner Sawtooth Ledges, Long Ledge. 
Date 20190511p 
Position 50 41.025ΩN 02 48.409ΩW 
Clusters of Seasearch dives have been recorded to the northeast (Inner Sawtooth Ledges) and southwest (Outer 
Sawtooth Ledges) of this site and more dives on the bigger parallel reef feature to the South. The feature chosen 
is a long, narrow and low but relatively sharply-defined feature running NE to SW on the NW side of a long oval 
of flat sea bed. This site was chosen so as to investigate the raised feature and to find out whether the flat 
seabed is sediment (thought to be the case) or veneer over flat bedrock. 
 
In the slight sea conditions, this relatively small feature was clearly visible on the sounder and the shot was 
skilfully placed on the pre-selected numbers right at the base of the raised feature on the transition between 
reef and flat seabed in 24.9m BSL. BMB and RS on nitrox 32% volunteered to survey the flat area. RB and AC 
headed to the reef and turned southwest whilst CEQ, BR and NJO took a brief look at the sediment immediately 
around the shot and then headed directly up the slope from the shot before going northeast along the ridge.  
 

 
Figure 7: Site 2, Inner Sawtooth, Long Ledge 

 
Seabed description. 
As indicated on the DORIS bathymetry, this site is a long, low , narrow ridge to the north and west of a trough 
filled with sediment. Five habitats were observed ōǳǘ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨIŀōƛǘŀǘ оΩ ƛǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀ ƳƻǎŀƛŎ ƻŦ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ: 
Habitat 5 (deepest). BMB and RS ŦƻǳƴŘΥ άSoft sediment composed of mud, silt (largely faecal pellets) and fine 
fragments (equivalent to medium sand) of shell with burrows and holes. Solitary tunicates, Corymorpha nutans 
and burrowing brittlestars prominent. Polychaete tubes abundant. There may be pebbles and cobbles buried 
beneath the sediment since seafans, Aiptasia and Nemertesia ramosa were recordedέ along with the nationally 
scarce sponge Adreus fascicularis. 
Habitat 4: A narrow band of soft silt/mud and biogenic fragments forming a veneer over bedrock along the base 
of: 
Habitat 2: Southeast-facing silty bedrock slope with some boulders and cobbles supporting a forest of Eunicella 
and erect sponges with many juvenile Eunicella and large, densely-branched specimens, extending across the 
whole of the slope to the SW of the shot.  
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Image 8: 1488_02_00 View southeast down the main slope towards the shot showing Eunicella forest with 

sponges on silty (veneered) rock. Chartella can be seen on the slope lip (foreground) only. Contrast with image 
9. 
 

Habitat 1: Sponge and bryozoan habitat. Northwest of the shot the habitat began to include increasing amounts 
of Chartella papyracea with diverse sponge crusts and cushions, common Aiptasia mutabilis plus Alcyonium 
digitatum and Pachmatisma johnstonia increasingly seen along the lip. The bedrock appeared to become much 
ƳƻǊŜ ΨƪƴƻōōƭȅΩ ŀƴŘ Eunicella disappeared from the habitat as ΨknobblesΩ and Chartella became more prevalent. 
 

 
Image 9: 1493_02_14. Break in main slope looking SW along the line of the ledge from a position some 25m to 
the NE of the shot. Note presence of Alcyonium digitatum and massive Pachymatisma johnstonia on the slope 

crest. They are also on the vertical. The band at the slope crest just to the left of the break is dominated by 
branched bryozoans (Chartella predominating) with very diverse sponges and lots of other biota. The cross 

section X-Y on the site diagram runs through this point. 
 

Habitat 3: Beyond the break in the slope to the north, the reef fell gradually away in a series of silty small ridges 
and silt-filled gullies supporting a mosaic of habitats not surveyed in detail due to lack of time. 
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Figure 10: Diagram of habitats as surveyed by NJO/BR/CEQ 

 
Site о bƛŎƪΩǎ bƻΦуΦ 
Date 20190512a 
Position  50 41.939N 02 52.051W 
 
¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ΨǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛǇΣ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǳŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ƛƴ 
shallower water, closer to the Cobb, but the blooming plankton meant that slightly better visibility was to be 
found in deeper water, so this site was ΨpromotedΩ. This general area is in a gap in Seasearch data ς the icons in 
figure 11 show dive sites on the two reef ridges to the south and southeast, but this site was thought to be a 
possibility for sediment veneer on flat bedrock or in-situ-eroded slabs. ¢ƘŜ ǎƘƻǘ ǿŀǎ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƴǳƳōŜǊǎΩ 
as the sounder showed no particular features. Each dive pair was asked to head away from the shot in a 
different compass cardinal direction. Underwater visibility was 2m for large objects but the dense Phaeocystis 
bloom reduced usable visibility for recording smaller species/features to around 1metre and settled/trapped 
bacterial material tended to obscure smaller sessile species. 
 

 
Figure 11Υ 5ƛǾŜ о ΨbƛŎƪΩǎ bƻΦ уΩ 
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