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Secrets of the rarely seen Sea Potato

The Sea Potato is one of the Echinocardium species (Echinoc-
ardium cordatum) of Sea Urchin to be found around the coast 

of Britain.  It is perhaps the commonest species of Echinocardium 
around our coast and is particularly numerous in the Helford Estuary.  
It is between 6 and 9 cm long and slightly less wide and is not nor-
mally seen as it burrows in sand to a depth of 10 to 15cm. It occurs in 
a variety of sandy substrata, especially in more sheltered areas, from
pure sand to muddy sand, preferring a sand  particle of 0.2-0.3 mm 
and a relatively low 
mud content.  More 
often than not it is 
the test (skeleton) 
of the dead animal 
minus many of its 
spines that is found 
on the strandline.  
This test may be likened to a more flattened version of an American 
baseball with its characteristic stitching pattern. (Image 1) Indeed it is 
this off white/brownish test which, with a little stretch of the imagina-
tion, resembles a potato and which gives rise to the vernacular name. 
 
Effects of toxic plankton blooms
Occasionally after periods of warm weather and good nutrient sup-
ply which gives rise to planktonic, toxin producing, blooms, or after 
storms, vast numbers of the recently dead urchin may be found on 
the foreshore.  Such as the case in September 2000 when the present 
author found thousands of the dead urchin on the shore below Trebah 
Gardens, possibly/probably poisoned as a result of planktonic bloom 
in the estuary at that time.

The live animal (image 2) is heart- shaped  and clothed in a dense mat 
of furrowed golden yellow spines, most of which point backward, and 
lives buried in the sandy substrate on the mid lower shore down to a 
depth of 200 metres. It is easily distinguished from the other two spe-
cies in the Genus (E. flavescens and E. pennatifidum) by the presence 
on its anterior (front) end of a distinct groove, the ambulacral groove, 
a feature most easily seen on images of the test.  During life most of 
the spines act to trap air which helps prevent   
 asphyxiation.  The buried urchin makes a respiratory channel to the 
                                                                              (continued page 2)

1 Above, Sea Potato unclothed and right, 2 
spiky and fully clothed
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As you can see we have made changes 
to the Newsletter. We need to reduce 
costs as grant money is proving harder to 
obtain so the newsletter is now produced 
in-house and will be sent by email which 
we hope will substantially reduce what 
we spend on printing, postage and paper.

Members who do not have email address-
es or who wish to have a paper copy will 
stll receive the newletter by post.

Members who have not supplied their 
email address but would prefer an email 
copy please contact  Sue Scott (email co-
ordinator@helfordvmca.co.uk )



(continued from page 1)
surface and two sanitary channels 
behind itself.  The respiratory 
channel helps in locating the buried 
urchin by the fact that it causes for-
mation of a conical depression where 
it reaches the surface.  

Food source
Organic debris, a major source of 
food, which accumulates in the 
depression is passed down from the 
surface to the mouth area on the ven-
tral side by means of long tube feet 
which emerge from holes in the front 
of the ambulacrum.

Reproduction
The Sea Potato has separate sexes 
although these are impossible to 
distinguish between by visual inspec-
tion alone.  Both males and females 
release vast numbers of gametes into 
the water in spring.  After fertilisa-
tion a very small echinopluteus larval 
stage is formed which is pelagic and 
forms part of the zoo plankton.  
About 39 days after fertililisation

3 Bivalve Tellimya ferruginosa

the larvae settle out and proceed to 
burrow in the substratum and  devel-
op further into adult urchins.  Sea po-
tatoes are thought to have a life span 
of 10 years or more. Careful lifting 
of living specimens using a fork will 
often reveal a number of associated 
species, some more obvious than 
others.  Tellimya ferruginosa (image 
3 by David Fenwick) a small bivalve 
mollusc, up to 8mm long and with a 
brownish-orange shell may be found, 
living freely or attached by byssus 
threads to the spines of the urchin.

Up to 14 specimens have been found 
on one urchin.  This bivalve lives in 
a commensulate (eating at the same 
table) relationship with the urchin, 
feeding on small amounts of incom-
ing organic debris and on scraps 
and waste products produced by the 
urchin. 

Sea Potato as  host
The bivalve, however, has no great 
long lasting, detrimental or ben-
eficial effect on the urchin.  Other 
invertebrates include a small, 8mm, 
amphipod crustacean Urothoe 
marina which uses the burrow as a 
refuge. 

Microscopic 
Finally two ectoparasite copepod 
species (crustacean) – Micropontius 
vvoides and Pseudanthessius sau-
vagei , 0.4mm and 0.3mm respec-
tively may, with some microscopic 
aid, be seen scuttling between the 
bases of the spines.  Quite a little 
community beneath the sand!
Dr Paul Gainey

Secrets of the Sea Potato and its companions 

Group recognises Pam’s work 
At our AGM this year we sur-

prised Dr Pamela Tompsett with 
this award for all the outstanding 
work she has done for the Helford 
Marine Conservation Group.  Pam 
has been with the HMCG from the 
beginning and indeed was instrumen-
tal in setting up the Helford VMCA.  
Group Coordinator for many years 
she is now Scientific Advisor.

“I was surprised and delighted,” 
said Pam, “to receive this beautiful 
glass presentation at the AGM. The 
delightful engraving of the Peacock 
Worm, so characteristic of the lower 
Helford shore, will be a constant 
reminder of my luck in being able to 
study the amazing marine wildlife 
of this very special area, my sincere 
thanks to all concerned.”

Helford VMCA Newsletter

Engraver artist and photographer was Peter Retallick
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Mooching on the mud at low tide
Following recent information that 

Shellfish, and in particular Razor 
Shells were being taken by the sack 
full from the bar presumably for 
commercial use I thought I would 
go down to see if there were signs of 
damage and to see who was making 
the most of the low tide.  

I did not see any commercial pickers, 
did not really expect to as they had 
at least two days of picking before 
we had heard that they were there. I 
did have an interesting time however.  
(Those who read the Wild Lizard 
blog will see that some of this article 
appears on their page.)

1  Bar’s mud bubbling with life
 
From Helford Passage and walk-
ing out onto the bar, through warm 
shallow pools of water, over firm 
sand and mud, it bubbles and erupts 
with life.  (Picture one) Half a dozen 
people were out taking advantage of 
the low tide to find a little bait for 
angling and food for the pot.  

Curiosity got the better of me and I 
approached a man with his carrier 
bag of Razor shells for bait to take 
his young son out angling in the days 
to come.  We fell to musing about  
how we could quantify the amount 
of Razor shells actually present per 
square metre, there is sure to be an 
answer somewhere out there!  

Then I went to talk to two young men 
who had no English (or pretended not 
to!) I managed to glean from them 
that the Mussels they had in their 
buckets were to take home to eat. 
(Picture two)
  
When to eat
Lastly a pair of young lads from 
Truro had a half bag each of Razor 
shells for bait and a cook up. They 
were sat back on the rocks checking 
through their catch, they had a quote 
for me “when the tide goes out the 
table is set”.  

Interested in the origins of this I 
researched and found a folksong 
by the British Columbia Folklore 
Society based on this traditional 
saying of ‘First Peoples’ of Canada.  
“Come with me while the sand’s 
still wet,  when the tide goes out 
the table is set, I know some people 
whose minds get stuck, to them low 
tide means slime and muck”.  The 

folksong goes on to extol the virtues 
of collecting shellfish and having a 
cook up on the beach (a bit like our 
Trigging Day!).
 
Folksong
‘Now the driftwood fire is burning 
hot, Drop your catch in the cook-
ing pot, Come on, everybody, find a 
place on the log, Share a steaming 
bowl and a grateful thought, Well, I 
was born and raised by Salish Sea I 
share her fate ‘cause she’s a part of 
me. She offers such beauty, provides 
such wealth I promise to always take 
care of her health. ‘Cause when the 
tide goes out, the table is set”.

I like the promise made in the song to 
take care of her health, most impor-
tant for us to consider too if we want 
to continue to enjoy the Helford in 
whatever way in the future.

Fishing in the Helford
Whilst we are on the subject of forag-
ing, people often ask me what are the 
‘rules’ in the Helford, so here goes, 
this is how I see it.  Most of the Hel-
ford River is owned by the Duchy of 
Cornwall including the fishing rights.  
Both commercial fishing and shell 
fishing is subject to licence from the 
Duchy.  The Oyster farm at Port Na-
vas owned by the Wright brothers 
(continued page 4)

2 Collecting shellfish on the Bar
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Water Quality Working Group

Water quality has always been an 
issue in the Helford but in re-

cent years overall it has been seen to 
be deteriorating.  Inadequate sewage 
facilities both private and public have 
always be a problem. Many proper-
ties still discharge straight into the 
river, the villages of Port Navas and 
Gweek are of particular concern.  
In high summer when the popula-
tion around the Helford swells in 
numbers, aged and inadequate septic 
tanks systems can overflow.  Com-
bined sewage outfalls from the public 
sewage systems discharge partially 
treated and untreated sewage far too 
often. 

Water run-off
In the background to exacerbate this 
problem, prolonged and excessive 
rainfall periods due to climate change 
and changes in agricultural practices 
cause water run-off to overwhelm 

Measuring water flow at Soil event

drainage systems and pour soil and 
pollutants into the river. Concerns 
have grown and the Helford Marine 
Conservation Group decided to use 
its established contacts and track 
record of running an excellent events 
program to help tackle this problem.
Subsequent events have hastened 
this process, due to the closure of the 
mussel beds in the Fal in 2014. 

Working Group formed
It was decided that a Water Quality 
Working Group would be formed to 
address some of the issues that were 
causing problems in the Helford.  
HMCG provide a place to meet and 
valuable local information to help 
pinpoint problem areas. 
 The working group has representa-
tives from Natural England both 
marine and terrestrial, Catchment 
Sensitive Farming (CSF), FWAG, 
Environment Agency, Exeter and 
Falmouth Universities Art, Science 
and Geography departments as 
well as volunteers from the locality.  
This group has organized a meeting 
with farmers in the catchment and 
CSF offered farm walkovers for 
those who wanted them. In April a 

Soils event run by FWAG funded by 
Campaign for the Farmed Environ-
ment was a particular success with 
soil scientist Matthew Shepherd 
demonstrating the water holding 
capabilities of the soils samples from 
fields within the catchment.  Big 
thanks to Henry Collins from Cala-
mansack farm, James Lyle from Bon-
nallack and Wolf Scrimshaw from 
Scrimshaws bulbs for all their help 
and allowing their soils and farming 
practices to be debated by all at the 
event!

HMCG provide a place to meet and 
valuable local information for these 
organizations to connect directly with 
the farmers that may otherwise slip 
through the net. 

The HMCG held six Roadshow 
events five of them day events and 
one on the evening of our AGM.  We 
visited the parishes of Constantine, 
Gweek, Mannaccan, Martin in Mene-
age, Port Navas, Mawnan Smith. 
In addition to the roadshow we:
•   Presented at the Catchment Sensi-
tive Farming meeting at Gweek in 
November 2014. 

Tackling Helford’s water issues

Mooching on the Bar
(continued from page 3)
leases the rights to the shell fishery, 
that means all shellfish, not just 
oysters!
Angling subject to CIFCA rules 
is tolerated (see our fishing leaflet 
for good practice).  Bait digging 
small amounts for your own use is 
tolerated (see our leaflet for good 
practice).  If you must, and at your 
own risk, taking a few shellfish for 
your own consumption is tolerated. 
Traditionally the only day you are 
allowed to take shellfish is on Good 
Friday, when locals go Trigging for 
cockles.

British Columbia Folklore Society 
Source: original words and music 
by Brian Robertson http://cdbaby.
com/cd/brianrobertson

Sue Scott, HMCG co-ordinator
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Water Quality Working Group

Roadshow around the parishes

Roadshow at Mawnan Smith

•   Had water quality at the forefront 
of our quarterly advisory meetings.
•   Held a Cornish Hedge walk as part 
of our main events led by FWAG.
•   Hosted four Helford Water Quality 
Working Group meetings in 2014/15.
  
Project aims 
The aim is to try and get as many 
people as we could reach in the 
catchment to think about their 
connection with the river and what 
they would like to see happen in the 
future to protect it as a resource.

We have a vast amount of archive 
material and wanted to use this and 
new information to have a celebra-
tion of what the Helford means to us, 
so the concept of the roadshow was 
created.  We wanted  to attract people 
who would not necessarily turn out 
to a HMCG  meeting and so instead 
of having one event we had a series 
of events in village halls around the 
catchment to make sure we had as 
much coverage as possible.  They 
were drop in events, people were 
invited to come and have coffee and 
cake and bring their stories with 
them, things they knew about past 

life and events to the present day.
This way we did not get masses of 
people at once but a steady trickle 
throughout so we could talk to and 
give time to individuals.  It also 
meant we had people who would not 
have come to the event if they had to 
travel, our oldest visitor was ninety 
six!

We created a series of A1 posters to 
display as well as having informa-
tion, posters and leaflets from other 
sources, the Environment Agency 
(misconnect leaflets and maps of 
a rolling ball model of the Helford 
showing potential land drainage 
directions), Westcountry Rivers 
Trust (good and bad farming method 
poster) and Cornwall Environmental 
Consultants (information and post-
ers on sustainable urban drainage 
(SUDS) and ecosystem services).

Jaws of Helford
We had a flatscreen TV and DVD 
player to show Phil Lockley’s film 
‘Jaws of Helford’ describing the life 
of the Thornback Ray in the Helford 
along with footage of other marine 
life found underwater there. We also 

had a series of filmed interviews 
of local people who grew up and 
worked around the river talking about 
their impression of changes around 
the Helford and what life was like for 
them growing up. We hope to contin-
ue this part of the project collecting 
more interviews for an archive, we 
found several potential interviewees 
come to the roadshow who we will 
revisit later in the year.

Questionnaire
There was a questionnaire to fill out 
and plenty of volunteers on hand 
to answer questions and take down 
information.

We wanted to know:
•  What people in the catchment 
thought about the River.
•  If they thought about pollution.
•  If they did, should we do some-
thing about it?

We also wanted to gather historical 
material, film, photographs, inter-
views to archive and share with local 
societies and museums

We intend using the information we 
have gathered to inform the events 
we run in the next few years and to 
continue with the historical side of 
the project.

We will also use this information 
to back up our work with local and 
national government organisations.
88% of the questionnaires completed 
were by residents in the Helford 
Catchment.

The Helford River was most popular 
for Walking, followed by Watching 
Wildlife, General Recreation, Boat-
ing/Sailing, Swimming/diving, Beach                                
(continued page 6)
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Water Quality Working Group

Barrier effective in reducing  runoff

(continued from page 5)
activities, Fishing and ‘Other’.
41% of respondents swim and or dive 
in the river.
86% of respondents used the Helford 
for walking
58% were aware of water quality is-
sues before visiting the roadshow

The majority of respondents were re-
tired but we also had farmers, holiday 
industry, a fisherman, education, and 
health service occupations.

When asked on a scale of one to ten 
how effective the roadshow was in 
raising awareness off water quality 
71% scored 7 and above.

Concerns
When asked to outline their concerns 
listed were: sewage, runoff from 
fields, some specified bulb fields, 
increase in pleasure boats and moor-
ings, pleasure boats mooring on the 
eel grass, pollution from boats, new 
developments, erosion, litter, boats 
going too fast and specifically the 
drains at Port Navas! (one drew a 
map!).

Not many people had solutions 
but those who ventured them were 
keen to see statutory powers used to 
protect the environment, infrastruc-

ture investment, more monitoring 
and measuring of sewage output, 
adequate planning for sewage in new 
development and communication 
between agencies.

When asked what aspects of the Hel-
ford do they most value or appreciate 
replies were: 
Beautiful environment, variety and 
rarity of the wildlife, peace and tran-
quility, natural beauty, lack of access, 
swimming at Porth Sawsen, the ferry, 
stunning landscape, peaceful, dog 
friendly beaches, coast path, woods 
and views, lovely for swimming and 
good fishing.

Out of our volunteers list of about 
50 people we had 10 who dipped 
in and out when time allowed and 
came and helped us on the day and 
6 core volunteers who gathered 
the materials, wrote, designed and 

printed posters, interviewed, went out 
on photographic missions, created 
the questionnaire, set up and took 
down the displays and baked copious 
amounts of chocolate brownie and 
flapjack.  A massive thanks to all of 
them!   A big thanks to the Environ-
ment Agency for helping to fund the 
Roadshow and for all their advice 
and assistance.  

The aim is to build on what we 
have achieved this year and con-
tinue to keep water quality issues at 
the forefront with more roadshow 
events next year.  Also continue to 
work with other agencies to promote 
best practice for landowners, farm-
ers, growers and householders in 
the catchment.  If you would like to 
become involved or have any ideas to 
share then please be in touch.

Sue Scott

Roadshow display boards

Top concerns: sewage and runoff

How to cook the traditional wayHow to cook yesterday’s dishes
Sue, our co-ordinator, uncovered an old song about cooking  when she was 
gathering material for her story on shellfish collecting (see page 3). Two 
lads digging for shellfish on Helford Bar remarked to her “when the tide 
goes out the table is set”. That set her digging to uncover the origins of the 
adage. It led her to an old folksong on beach cooking. 
 
Is it possible there are many, maybe dozens, of buried Helford River re-
ceipes with interesting tales waiting to be rediscovered.  Dig them out and 
send them or get in touch with Sue (email: coordinator@helfordvmca.co.uk 
or phone 07772323502). 
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Call for real management of MCZs
At our Advisory Group com-

mittee meeting in April we 
decided to add our thoughts to the 
consultation on the next phase of 
the Marine Conservation Zones 
(MCZs) to be designated around 
our coast.  As you can see from 
the letter below, we feel that it 
is not enough just to have these 
and the previous tranche of zones 
designated, we need monitoring, 
management and protection to 
make these MCZs count count. View from Dean Quarry of the controversial Manacles MCZ area 

Dear Sirs,

The Helford Marine Conservation 
Group (HMCG), established 26 years 
ago, co-ordinates and looks after the 
Helford Voluntary Marine Conserva-
tion Area which forms part of the Fal 
and Helford Special Area of Con-
servation (SAC). HMCG sits on the 
Advisory Committee for the SAC 
and also the Cornwall Marine Liaison 
Group (CMLG).

Many of our activities also involve 
us working closely with Cornwall 
Wildlife Trust (CWT). Our role is to 
enable matters concerning the Hel-
ford to be raised and discussed with 
all interested parties including those 
with powers to take action where 
necessary. In addition we involve 
people of all ages in organised events 
throughout the year to raise aware-
ness and appreciation of this wonder-
ful and unique area.

We are well aware that conservation 
takes continuous activity and also 
understand the benefits to be had if 
protection can be effective.We refer 
to the letter of 20 April to you from 
the Cornwall Marine Liaison Group 
on this subject and wish to  fully en-
dorse the points made in the letter.

We represent close to 300 members 
in this area also many more who 
value our marine environments and 
who attend our events. 

HMCG fully supports the estab-
lishing of an ecologically coherent 
network of marine protected areas, 
especially the MCZs, around our 
coasts and in particular around Corn-
wall, which has a rich and valuable 
marine environment.

Over many years this has been 
degraded in many ways, making it 
essential to act quickly in order to 
protect, conserve and restore this 
valuable ecosystem and environment. 
Failure to do so could result in irre-
versible damage and loss of habitats.

The HMCG supports the designation 
of all 23 MCZs that are the subject of 
this consultation, in particular those 
around Cornwall, but believe this 
is insufficient to fulfil the needs of 
a coherent network. We would urge 
the bringing forward of the full 37 
recommended areas in order to help 
fill potential gaps in the network.

We would also express strongly our 
view that the MCZs need a strong 
management programme and are 

concerned at the current lack of clear, 
comprehensive protection measures. 
They seem currently to be little more 
than lines on charts.

Whilst we appreciate that there is a 
great deal of work currently taking 
place, it appears that the progress 
towards establishing a strong man-
agement programme is both slow and 
unambitious.
 
Coherent network required
The establishment of a coherent 
network of effectively protected 
MCZs will be of benefit to everyone, 
especially the commercial interests 
associated with our seas, including 
fishing and leisure.

To conclude, we fully support the 
establishment of this second tranche 
of MCZs, urge Government to ensure 
future sites are also brought forward 
and most importantly to introduce 
comprehensive protection measures 
as soon as possible.

Yours faithfully

David Thomson

(Chairman HMCG Members section, 
Vice Chairman Advisory section)

Response of the Helford Marine Group on MCZ 2nd Tranche Consultation
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The annual pursuit Randan Race (three rowers) from St Anthony in Gillan 
Creek to Helford Village took place on the evening of the Bank Holiday 

Monday. A good fleet of five skiffs and five working boats took part.  The 
easterly wind had dropped and the race took place in perfect rowing condi-
tions on the last flood tide.

Competition was keen but the first boat home was Megasaurus rowed by Dav-
id Holyer, his son Matt and Stuart George, winning the Ben Collins Shield 
in a time of 26 minutes 53 seconds.  In second place was Cygnus rowed by 
David Henn, Tony Halliday and David Bray.  The skiff “22” rowed by Martin 
Langdon, Jess Thomasson and David Matthews finished in third place.

The winners of the veteran’s race, finishing in fifth place overall and taking 
the John Badger tankard, was the working boat Persevere rowed by Jeb and 
Judith Preston and David Muirhead.

The rowers enjoyed the usual good hospitality and the Shipwrights after the 
race.  The prizes were presented by the landlord David Harford.  A good 
evening was enjoyed by all.

David Muirhead, Chairman 

     
Aim: To safeguard the marine life of the Helford River by any appropriate means within its status as a Voluntary  

Marine  Conservation Area (VMCA), to increase the diversity of its intertidal community and raise awareness of its 
marine  interest and importance.

For further information relating to this VMCA please contact the HMC Group Co-ordinator :Sue Scott Tel: 
07772323502. Email: coordinator@helfordvmca.co.uk

The Newsletter is produced by the Helford Marine Conservation Group
Newsletter editor: Sue Scott. Chairman: David Muirhead

Megasaurus wins the Randan Race

Upcoming
Events

Snorkel Safari & Barbeque
Sunday, 13th September 
3pm to 6pm
Durgan Beach, Helford River 
Booking essential, cost £5. 

Frenchman’s Creek walk 
Sunday, 4th October
10an to 1pm 
Booking essential.

Crumbling Cornwall
Saturday, 14th November

  7.30 pm
  Gweek Village Hall
  Speaker: R. Hocking, Cormac

National
Trust


