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Sandeel larvae in the North Sea

Species Identification and length distributions
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Why sandeel larvae?

• Sandeels are an important species in the 
North Sea ecosystem and fisheries

• Their recruitment is highly variable 
between years

• Larval survey data can provide 
information of recruitment patterns & 
future productivity of the adult fish stock
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• Downs Recruitment Survey (DRS), April 2023 -2025

• Larval sampling across the southern North Sea

• Full larval datasets for 2024-2025, but a subsample of stations 

for 2023

• Subsample collected for genetic species identification (2025)
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The survey & data
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Spatial patterns: Where were the larvae?
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• Strong spatial and annual variability

• 2024 stood out as a year with high larval abundance & density
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Size structure: What sizes were the larvae?
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• Larval size structure varied strongly between years

• 2024 showed larger mean larval sizes
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Size structure: Where were the small & large larvae?
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• Larval size structure varied strongly between years

• 2024 showed larger mean larval sizes
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Species composition: What species are we seeing?
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• All genetically analysed larvae (n = 132) were Ammodytes marinus

• Size variability likely reflects differences in growth, timing, or drift - not multiple species

The five main Sandeel Species of the North Sea

Sources for spawning times: (Bergstad et al., 2001; Fishbase, n.d.; Taylor et al., 2007)

English name Latin name Spawning time

Lesser sandeel Ammodytes marinus Winter-spawning

Corbin’s sandeel Hyperoplus immaculatus Winter/spring-spawning

Common sandeel Ammodytes tobianus Spring/autumn-spawning

Greater sandeel Hyperoplus lanceolatus Spring/summer-spawning

Smooth sandeel Gymnammodytes 

semisquamatus

Spring/summer-spawning
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Association to sandbank habitats 
 

- Are smaller larvae found in higher densities on stations located directly over 

sandbanks?
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• Which survey stations were located directly over sandbanks vs. outside areas? 

• Did mean larval length or larval density differ on these stations?
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Comparing larvae data to age-0 data: Downs Recruitment 

Survey vs. North Sea Sandeel Dredge Survey (NSSDS)
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• Comparison of average individual per station (April vs. Nov/Dec)

• Similar annual patterns & a strong positive relationship

• Suggests that DRS larval abundance may be an early indicator of following recruitment 
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Conclusions

Larvae abundance, density and size distributions

• Large annual variation in larvae abundance, -density and sizes (2023-2025).

• 2024 stood out as a year with highest abundance, density and mean larval length.

• No significant difference in larval size or density at stations located on sandbanks vs. outside areas.

Species distributions

• All genetically analysed larvae (n = 132) were identified as Ammodytes marinus

• Size variability likely reflected differences in growth, timing, or drift - not multiple species

• The presence of other sandeel species could not be excluded

Comparison with historical data & NSSDS

• Similar annual patterns & positive relationship between DRS larvae and NSSDS age-0 fish (R² = 0.95).

• Uncertainty in results and short time series 

• DRS larvae abundance could potentially be an early indication tool for recruitment of age-0 sandeels.
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