Marine Protected Area

Sea bed shaped by currents

A painted goby on a maerl bed © Marine Scotland
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The Wyre and Rousay Sounds Marine Protected
Area (MPA) sits where the Atlantic and the
North Sea meet. Strong tides are squeezed
between the islands of Rousay, Wyre and
Egilsay creating the perfect conditions for maerl
beds and seaweed communities to thrive on the
sandy sea bed.
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Maerl is a red seaweed with a hard, chalky skeleton. It forms pink nodules or
branched shapes on the shallow sandy sea bed where sunlight can penetrate,
up to around 20 m depth. Where conditions are good, dense beds of maerl can
form, covering a large area and growing tens of centimetres deep. Maerl beds
form a complex 3D lattice with lots of surfaces for creatures such as peacock
worms and sponges to anchor on and abundant sheltered spaces in which
small fish, shrimps and other wildlife can escape strong currents and predators.
Larger animals such as gobies and crabs roam the maerl bed hunting for prey,
and are themselves rich pickings for larger fish and diving seabirds.
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Kelp on sandy gravel sediments

Protected Features
& Conservation
Objectives
Biodiversity: Kelp and
seaweed communities on
sublittoral sediment; maerl
beds.
Geodiversity: Marine
Geomorphology of the
Scottish Shelf Seabed.
The aim is to conserve
these features in order
to make a long lasting
contribution to the MPA
network.

Kelps and red seaweeds attach to the maerl
creating a patchy algal carpet. The seaweed
coverage varies with the seasons, dying back in
winter and being dislodged by storms. The kelps
and other seaweeds provide shelter for a wide
range of animals. Sponges and sea squirts attach
to the kelp holdfasts, the claw like structures that
anchor them to the sea bed, while blue-rayed
limpets and topshells graze the algal slime that
grows on the fronds.
Maerl beds also influence the nature of
some of Orkney’s sandy coasts. The MPA lies
within the Orkney carbonate production area, an
internationally important example of a non-tropical
shelf carbonate system. Here the sea bed is rich
in calcium carbonate that comes from the eroded
shells and skeletons of plants and small animals
that once lived in or on the sea bed, such as
maerl and bivalve molluscs. These remains of sea
creatures supply the sandy beaches around Orkney
and are essential for the development of coastal
machair; a rare and colourful type of grassland rich
in spring and summer wildflowers.

Further Information
Further information on Nature Conservation MPAs, the wider
network and protected areas management is available at
www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/marine/marine-environment/mpanetwork
For Nature Conservation MPA site documents and more on the
fascinating range of marine life to be found in Scotland’s seas,
please visit
www.snh.gov.uk/mpas - for territorial waters
www.jncc.defra.gov.uk/scottishmpas - for offshore waters
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Shore crab on maerl bed

