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English name: 

Baltic photic sand dominated by ocean quahog 

(Arctica islandica) 

Code in HELCOM HUB:  

AA.J3L3 

Characteristic species: Arctica islandica 

Past and Current Threats (Habitat directive 

article 17): 

Eutrophication (H01.05) 

Future Threats (Habitat directive article 17): 

Eutrophication (H01.05) 

Red List Criteria:  

A1 

Confidence of threat 

assessment: M 

HELCOM Red List 

Category: 

NT 

Near Threatened 

Previous HELCOM Red List threat assessments 

BSEP 75 (HELCOM 1998): 

“3” Endangered 

2.5.2.1 Sublittoral sandy bottoms with little or 

no macrophyte vegetation of the photic zone 

2.5.2.3. Sand bars of the sublittoral photic zone 

BSEP 113 (HELCOM 2007): 

Sandbanks which are slightly covered by sea 

water all the time are under threat and/or in 

decline in: The Southern Baltic Proper, The Gulf of 

Gdansk, Bay of Mecklenburg, Kiel Bay. 

Greater concern stated by: 

 

Habitat and Ecology 
The biotope is defined to have a coverage of sand >90% and of the macroinfauna the biomass of the 

ocean quahog (Arctica islandica) constitutes at least 50%. The biotope is limited to areas in the Baltic 

Sea where the salinity is above 15 psu.  

Ocean quahog (Arctica islandica) is a bivalve mollusk found buried in sandy and muddy sediments. 

Arctica islandica is a long-lived species with a very slow growth rate. Populations of 40–80 year old 

specimens with a substantial proportion over 100 years old have been observed. A. islandica is among 

the longest-lived and slowest growing marine bivalves (OSPAR 2009). It is a large species that can grow 

up to 20 cm length (Moen & Svensen 2004). 
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Distribution and status in the Baltic Sea region 
The main distribution area of this biotope is the western Baltic Sea. The largest populations of A. 

islandica are found in Kiel and Mecklenburg Bights (Zettler et al. 2001). The distribution map indicates 

the area in the 100 x 100 km grid where biotope is known to occur 
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Description of Major threats 
Long lasting and frequent periods of oxygen depletion have caused mortality of A. islandica populations. 

Due to the slow population growth rate, the recovery of declined populations is slow, and therefore 

communities characterized by A. islandica have been replaced by communities consisting of short living 

polychaetes (Zettler et al. 2001). 

Assessment justification 
A1 

The quantity of the biotope has declined by ≥25% during the past 50 years. The decline in quantity of 

this biotope has not been as severe as for biotopes dominated by Arctica islandica on aphotic muddy 

bottoms in the Baltic Sea. In the areas where the biotope occurs, the photic sandy sediments have not 

been subjected to anoxia.  

Recommendations for actions to conserve the biotope 
All actions to reduce eutrophication in the Baltic Sea will benefit the biotope. 

Common names 
- 
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