
The European Eel

Anguilla anguilla

Forgotten but not Gone….YET



Why Eels?

• Eels used to represent more than 50% of the standing fish biomass in most
European aquatic environments.

• Due to the eels' multiple interactions with the surrounding ecosystem eels are
considered to be an important nutrient flux to and from the sea and a keystone
species, maintaining a balanced riverine ecology, both as a predator/scavenger
and prey species.

• Eels can be used as an indicator of pollutant levels in the environment, and can
even be used to pinpoint individual sources of pollution at very specific
locations.

More at risk than the Polar bear (endangered),
Giant panda (endangered) or Blue whale
(endangered), the European eel is classified
“critically endangered” by the International
Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources (IUCN). In comparison the Atlantic
Salmon is listed as ???



Lifecycle brief overview





Leptocephali

<10mm

Transparent blades <50mm

Carnivores?





Glass eel / Elver



Life in Freshwater



Yellow eels (13+cm)



What do they eat?



Each Other



Who eats what?

• FISH

• INVERTEBRATES



Silver Eels

• Migrating to sea to 

spawn in Autumn

• Silvery colour

• Big eyes

• Very old – may be 50 

or 60 years old



What eats Eels?

• OTTERS

• HERONS

• CORMORANTS

• OSPREY

• GULLS

• OTHER FISH

• AND………..



MAN



Decline
• The decline of the species has been reported by scientists since the 1940s in Northern 

Europe, and since the 1980s in the rest of the continental range
• There is unrefuted evidence from a variety of sources that elver recruitment declined

throughout Europe after the early 1980s
Main causes -

1. Over-exploitation
2. Changes in oceanographical conditions, possibly linked to climate change
3. Reductions in accessible freshwater habitat/Barriers to migration, both in terms structural 
physical barriers, e.g. weirs but also of water quality and quantity barriers
4. Pollution
5. Parasitism



Overfishing

• All life stages

• Mainly for food ( smoked and jellied)

• Exported to other countries

• Angling bait

• In 1997 over 30,000 tons were harvested

• 800 – 900 tons of Elvers

• 2.4 BILLION



Climate Change

• Change in Gulf 

Stream and Ocean 

Currents means 

young Eels stay at 

sea longer.



Parasite

Anguillicola crassus

• Nematode worm

• Affects Swim bladder 

and so affects the 

depth at which the Eel 

swims



Water Quality/Pollution

• Eels store toxins in their body tissues 

which can affect spawning

• Low oxygen levels block migration.

• River Thames and Mersey cleaned up –

Eels returned and so did Salmon. 

Where Eel stocks have improved so too 

have other fish species.



Habitat loss/Barriers







Eels and humans

• Eels have been important to humans in 

many ways

• Not only for food

• Skins used as leather

• Garters made of skin as a cure for cramp 

and rheumatism

• Old lady at Loch Leven said they were a 

cure for deafness



The Isle of Eels

Ely, Cambridgeshire.

• Cathedral was built 

and paid for with Eels.

• Cost approximately 

80,000 Eels.

• Eels were used to pay 

taxes in medieval 

times.

• Because they were 

plentiful.



The last Eel fisherman of the fens.

• Peter Carter – family 

has fished for over 

200 years using 

traditional methods.

• 1980 he could catch 

150lb of Eels per 

night – now he might 

catch 50lb per month.

• Family cannot 

continue tradition.



Angling

• Angling – 6lb 2oz 

Scottish record.

• British Record 11lb 

2oz – 1978

• All eel fishing 

banned in Scotland



Eels in Scotland – What is being done?

The absence of regulated eel fisheries in Scotland makes for a concomitant lack of high
quality data on stock and trends in stock.

No specific  information about barriers to eel movements is available. Detailed information 
on barriers to fish migration generally in Scotland RBD is limited

Historical information on the density of yellow eel populations in Scotland is rather scarce

There are no data available regarding numbers or distribution of glass eels in Scotland RBD.

There are no data available regarding marine or estuarine eels in Scottish waters, other than 
that they were caught at each of seven sites fished in 1974 (Williamson 1976).

Freshwater growth rates have not been widely assessed in Scotland, but have been 
estimated at 13mm per year based on 10 individuals by recapture at the Girnock
Burn(Chadwick et al unpublished data)

We assume that zero production occurs above hydro-schemes, even though in some cases 
eels can ascend above turbines. We effectively assume that all eels attempting to descend 
through the turbines die. In fact a more typical mortality rate might be in the region of 20-
30% mortality



No specific data are available to assess directly the potential impact of man-made 
obstructions to eel migration in Scotland RBD

As yet no measures have been taken to alleviate mortality at hydroelectric schemes in 
Scotland RBD, principally because this has not previously been a high priority option and is 
likely also to be expensive. 

Very little data on eel populations in general. Most data collected as a bycatch from salmonid 
surveys. No data regarding eel populations inlochs and water courses where salmonids don’t 
exist

Total ban on all forms of eel fishing including recreational catch and release. This however, is 
not policed effectively and the killing and mistreatment of eels continues



To Conclude
• Eels are vital components in our freshwater habitats
• Often treated with contempt by anglers
• Seen as a low priority species in Scotland despite its IUCN status
• Probably the most ‘At Risk vertebrate’ In Europe
• Millions of pounds spent on other species
• No commercial/economic benefit in Scotland

This species needs our help 
NOW…


