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The European eel

The European eel (Anguilla anguilla) is listed as
critically endangered by the IUCN and faces a
wide range of human stressors that threaten its
survival. Yet, it is also an extraordinary species with
many mysteries left to unfold and therefore worth
protecting!

The European eel lives in salt and freshwater. It is a
so-called catadramous fish: it is born in the ocean,
migrates to freshwater to spend most of its life,
and then migrates back to the ocean to breed.
The life history of the European eel involves many
transformations, and the details are not yet fully
understood. Born in the Sargasso Sea in the Western
Atlantic, they start their lives as tiny, transparent,
leaf-shaped larvae called leptocephali. In this
vulnerable form, they start their migration towards
the European continent by drifting along the ocean’s
currents. This migration is thought to take around 1
year.

Uponreaching the continental shelf, the leptocephali
transform into so-called glass eels: still transparent,
but now eel shaped. Making their ways into the
freshwater habitats, they take on colour and grow
further in size. Due to their yellowish colour on the
flanks and belly, eels in this life stage are called yellow
eels. This is the longest life stage of the European eel
with those in the south growing up quickly and those
in the north taking up to 25 years. Females grow
significantly bigger and longer because they need
to provide more energy for the development of the
eggs and carrying them. By the time the female
arrives in the Sargasso Sea she is nearly all eggs as
she carries up to 1 million eggs per kilo.

After having spent most of their lives in freshwater,
the European eels follow a still unknown trigger
and start their backward migration to the ocean.
The silvering process starts before they begin the
migration journey this is also known as maturation.
The silvering process is meant for protection against
predators and readies their reproductive organs to
mate. During this period, their eyes grow to improve
their sight in the deeper ocean water. In this life
stage, the European eels are called silver eels. They
migrate from the European continent all the way
back to the Sargasso Sea, meaning the journey they
undertake within their lives can exceed 10,000 km.
Back in the Sargasso Sea, they are thought to spawn
and reproduce in some hundred meters depth and
then die — events that no known human has ever
observed.

The lifespan of wild European eels is estimated to be
around 20 years, but in captivity they have lived well
over 80 years — one European eel living in a well has
reportedly even lived for 155 years!

The diet of the European eel is broad and includes -
depending on its life stage — marine, estuarine and
freshwater species, including plankton, molluscs,
crustaceans and fish. Interestingly, they can also

move on flooded land and feed on terrestrial
fauna such as worms and slugs; if necessary for
their survival. Predators of the European eel include
large fish, cormorants, herrons, seals, otters and — of
course — humans.

Their long and complicated life history makes the
European eel vulnerable to a range of natural and
human stressors. Once abundant, the European
eel is now critically endangered as it was declining
steeply for 30 years but since 2011 the populations
have stabilized and are slowly improving. Causes
for their decline include both fresh- and saltwater
fisheries around Europe which target the glass
eel, yellow and silver eel life stages. Another major
reason for their decline is habitat loss.

An export ban of fished eels has been introduced
in the EU in 2010 — however, illegal exports continue,
especially of glass eels. Other contributors to
the European eel decline are blocked migratory
pathways, eg. dams of hydropower plants.
The blades in the turbines of these plants can
fatally injure the eels. Moreover, habitat loss and
degradation due to wetland reclamation activities
and pollution are threatening the eel. Other threats
include parasites and changes in the oceanic
conditions (e.g. changes in temperature and
Currents). Similar causes have led to the drastic
decline of eel species in other geographical areas
as well, e.g. the American eel and Japanese eel.

To protect the European eel, conservation policies
have been introduced on EU level. Central to
these policies is the so-called Eel Regulation from
2007, demanding Eel Management Plans from
all EU Member States with eel habitats. National
regulations for these plans include restrictions on
commercial and recreational fishing, removal of
old and obsolete dams, introduction of fish passes
and eel ladders in hydropower plants to enable
and facilitate migration, wetland restorations, or
restocking activities (ie. replacement of young
eels from areas of high abundance to areas of low
abundances).

However, the critically endangered status, the
diverse life history and the long generation span
of the European eel make monitoring and effective
conservation difficult. Therefore, we need to actively
intensify and extend conservation measures to
ensure that the protection of the European eel does
not slip through our hands.

One way you can help with the conservation of the
European eelisthrough contacting organizationslike
Sustainable Eel Group or the Good Fish Foundation
to volunteer to support their efforts!
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