Marine heatwave triggers unprecedented octopus surge in English waters threatening shellfish fisheries
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Octopuses have long fascinated humanity with their otherworldly characteristics and intricate behaviours, and this spring, they have become a focal point of both intrigue and concern for fishers in English waters. An unprecedented marine heatwave has led to a dramatic surge in octopus populations, creating both lucrative opportunities and unexpected challenges for the fishing industry, particularly in Cornwall and Devon.
Starting in March, as sea temperatures climbed between 2°C and 4°C above average, fishers began reporting exceptional catches of octopus. This new phenomenon has turned Brixham market into a hub of octopus activity, where tens of tonnes are traded every day—a startling increase from previous years. Barry Young, managing director of Brixham Trawler Agents, noted that on some days as much as 36 tonnes of octopus are brought in, a sharp rise from just 200 kilograms at the same time a year earlier. “It’s a financial bonus for the fishermen,” he commented, indicating that these catches are making a significant impact on local livelihoods.
This boom has not only provided financial relief; it has also sparked a cultural celebration in Brixham, where local landmarks are embracing the influx. Octavia, a festive octopus-shaped light typically reserved for the holiday season, has been illuminating streets nightly, while cafes don colourful murals featuring these cephalopods. However, this ecstasy is tempered by tension among fishers who specialise in shellfish, as the octopuses have been entering crab and lobster pots, significantly reducing catches of these lucrative species. Ian Perkes, a fish merchant with nearly five decades of experience, explained that he has never encountered octopuses in these waters before this year. He attributed the change directly to climate impacts, noting that previously these creatures were common off Morocco’s coast but have migrated north due to warmer waters.
Adding complexity to the narrative, marine biologists have noted that while this increase in octopus numbers has been beneficial for English fishers—who face no quotas and can sell octopus for approximately £8 per kilogram—its repercussions on the broader fishing ecosystem are concerning. Dr Marta Marcos from the Mediterranean Institute for Advanced Studies pointed out that half of the sea warming since 2000 is attributable to human-induced climate change, resulting in more frequent marine heatwaves. The current spike in temperatures began in early March and has continued unabated through late May, making this event unprecedented in its severity.
The situation is exacerbated in other regions, such as Guernsey, where fishers report alarming declines in shellfish populations as a result of the octopus proliferation. These fishermen fear for their livelihoods, with one veteran expressing his determination to “do his best to survive” amid the upheaval. Such sentiments highlight the discord within the fishing community, with some fisherfolk benefitting from the octopus boom while others grapple with diminishing returns from their traditional catches.
Despite the economic windfall for some, the Devon and Severn Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authority has begun to explore long-term management strategies to mitigate the impacts of octopuses on other fisheries. They are considering potential modifications to existing regulations that might enhance sustainability if octopuses were to become a permanent feature in local waters.
As marine ecosystems continue to respond to climate change, Carli Cocciardi from the Devon Wildlife Trust remarked on the implications of these shifts. She noted historical surges in octopus populations but emphasised that the current increase due to warmer waters presents unprecedented questions about sustainability. As this phenomenon unfolds, the fishing community and environmental authorities will need to work collaboratively to balance economic benefits with ecological integrity.
This episode serves as a stark reminder of the evolving relationships between humans and nature, with warming seas reshaping not just fisheries but the very fabric of coastal communities reliant on these waters. Ensuring the sustainability of both octopus and shellfish populations will be crucial as the fishing industry navigates this complex new landscape.
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