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Following the success of our Eels in the Classroom
Pilot Project last year we were planning to deliver the
project in Grantham again this year. Sadly, this
has not been possible, so we thought we would share
some interesting facts about eels with you to help you learn a little
more about these ‘eely’ amazing creatures 😊

Where you see the green fish
we have added in some Mini Project
ideas to keep you busy over the coming weeks. You will also notice some Key
Words in orange – these might be new words for you to learn.

The European Eel (Latin Name: Anguilla anguilla)

Use the work sheet on page 10 to help you to draw your very own
eel picture
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Some ‘Eely’ Amazing Facts

• Eels are actually a type of fish
• They are nocturnal
• They are carnivores – eating invertebrates and smaller fish or
twisting & spinning rapidly to tear larger pieces of meat with
their sharp teeth
• They can live up to 85 years
• They can weigh up to 5kg
• They are critically endangered – in the past 40 years eel
numbers arriving in Europe have declined by over 90%!
• They can grow up to 1.5m long but are usually about 80cm
• They can slither up to 400m over wet grass to get from one
water habitat to another
• The Greek philosopher Aristotle thought they sprang up
spontaneously from the mud
• They are Catadromous - migrating from fresh water down the
river into the sea’s salt water to spawn
(Greek: κατά kata, "down" and δρόμος dromos, "course")
• We are still learning about eels
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The European Eel has an incredible life
cycle
No-one has ever witnessed the entire life cycle of the European eel, but this is
what scientists believe to be true…
After spawning in the Sargasso Sea near Bermuda, the eel’s eggs drift
eastwards towards Europe with the Gulf Stream, taking up to two years to
cover over 4,000 miles. During this time, the eggs
hatch into transparent, leaf-shaped larvae, called
leptocephalus. Fewer than one in every 500 larvae
are thought to survive the journey.

Once the larvae get closer to Europe they metamorphose
(change) into tiny little snake-shaped eels. Still almost
transparent, these tiny fish are known as glass eels.
Once they arrive at the river estuaries and move upstream
into the freshwater, the tiny glass eels darken
in colour as pigmentation takes place.

They are now known as elvers, they continue to migrate
upstream and may even leave the main river and slither over
wet grass to reach ponds or other freshwater streams.
Now they begin to grow into adults known as yellow eels and can stay in these
habitats for more than 20 years, feeding on frogs and other small fish as well
as invertebrates such as worms and snails.

Once they are mature enough to reproduce, they turn into
silver eels and swim back downstream to the estuary to begin
their epic migration journey back across to the Sargasso Sea.
This migration usually occurs in the autumn. It’s not yet fully
understood how the eels find their way, but it’s possible they
can sense the Earth’s magnetic field.
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The Life Cycle of the European Eel

Watch this brilliant YouTube video created by the Zoological
Society of London to find out more about the eel’s life cycle
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WBRnNk_uo9Y&t=73s

Draw or print out each part of the eel’s incredible life cycle
and then see if you can place them in the correct order to
create your very own eel life cycle picture.
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Some ‘Eely’ interesting history…
Historically eels made up half of the total freshwater fish biomass in Europe, in
fact in medieval England eels were used as currency. In Saxon times the Isle
of Ely is said to have paid Peterborough 80,000 eels to buy the stones that
were then used to build Ely Cathedral.
The city of Ely (translated over time from the Isle of Els) is so called because,
as the highest point in the Cambridgeshire fens and before the fens were
drained, it used to be surrounded by marshland full of eels and could only be
accessed by boat.
Sadly, now eel numbers have plumetted, possibly due to a number of factors
including mass smuggling of glass eels to Asia, climate change, habitat loss,
predation, disease, parasites and man-made barriers.
Choose one of the issues or threats affecting the European
Eel, do some research and write an illustrated newspaper
article about how we can help.

The presence of weirs, sluices and hydro-electric dams block the eels’
upstream migration and can prevent them from completing their life cycle.
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How can we help?
One of the main issues for eels is the man-made barriers which
block their migratory routes. Conservation charities like the Rivers Trust are
working closely with the Environment Agency to remove barriers but, where
this is not possible, we can install Eel Passes over/alongside weirs, dams or
sluices which enable the elvers and other fish to pass upstream.
One type of fish pass involves heavy-duty bristle, brushes – these can be
installed alongside weirs or sluices and simulate wet grass, allowing the eels
to slowly wriggle through to make their way upstream.

Another option is to create a rock ramp like this
one at Aubourn, near Lincoln. Rocks and
boulders of varying sizes are installed into the
river to create a gently sloping river ramp up to
and over the weir so that fish can simply swim up
and over, using the rocks as a stairway.
See if you can find out how many man-made barriers are in
the River Witham as it runs through Grantham and what they
were used for. Make a poster or a decorated timeline to show
them all.

The Amazing European Eel

7

River Water Quality
Rivers are not only important habitat for eels
and all the other creatures and plants that live in and
around them, they are also very important for storage of
fresh water – a precious resource necessary for all life
on earth.
Rivers help to drain away surface water to prevent
flooding and they provide water for farmers to irrigate
their crops. They carry water and nutrients around the
earth as well as playing a vital part in the water cycle.

Sadly, our rivers are often polluted with chemicals as well as
litter. You can help by making sure you always put your litter
in the bin or take it home with you, and by thinking
about reducing the amount of plastic you use –
perhaps take a refillable bottle for water or juice
instead of buying drinks and have fruit for a
snack– no plastic and better for you too 😊

With help from an adult, collect up some ‘safe’ litter and use it
to make a collage showing the river and its wildlife – you
could even show how pollution affects the river. See page 11
for more ideas.
This Litter Monster created by Eden Rivers Trust
community project might give you some ideas.
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Eels in The River Witham

The main river in Lincolnshire is the River Witham, it is approximately 82 miles
long and has many tributaries (streams and drains) flowing into it. The source
is just south of Grantham near a village called South Witham. The Witham
flows northwards through Grantham and then Lincoln where it begins to flow
back in a southerly direction towards Boston. In Boston it joins the Haven
River and flows out to sea at the Wash.
The largest barrier in the Witham is the Grand Sluice, which was built to help
to prevent flooding at Boston, just before the Witham flows into the Haven.
Eels and other fish can pass upstream through the sluice and freely migrate all
the way up to Fiskerton Locks, just over 40km away. This stretch of river
allows some eels to live out their entire lifecycle, but opening
up the river further, by installing fish passes would
certainly help to increase numbers.
As in the rest of the UK, eel numbers in the River
Witham are in decline. In 1987 a survey of the Upper
Witham found a record 961 eels! Sadly, just 30 years later
in 2017 the number found was only 20!
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Additional Activity Sheets
➢ How to draw an eel – page 10
➢ Make a paper plate eel with this Ely Museum activity
https://www.facebook.com/ElyMuseum/videos/226027018654143

➢ River Collage Project – page 11
➢ River Creature Fact File and Food Chain – pages12-13
➢ Eel Wordsearch – page 14

We’d love to see how you got on with your
projects. Please do share your project
photographs and artwork with us.
Find us on Social Media @LincsRivers or
email Gail.talton@lincsrivers.org.uk
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How to draw you very own eel - don’t
forget to label it 😊
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Litter Collage
Project Worksheet

Using ‘safe’ litter you can find at home or on a local litter pick (supervised by an
adult) make a collage of a river or stream.
Will your river flow out to the sea or perhaps join another river?
Who might live in or alongside your river?
➢ Think about different plants, birds, fish, mammals, amphibians and
invertebrates.
➢ You could include eels at different stages of their life cycle on your collage –
think about where in the river they might be at each stage.
Will your river have any weirs or other man-made barriers?

You can even include areas of pollution (e.g. chemical
spills, discarded litter etc.) Do you think there will be
living plants and creatures in that area of the collage?
Perhaps you can work together with your family to
create your collage.
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Think about your favourite river creature and do some research to
help you fill in the worksheet.
My favourite River Creature is ____________________
Draw a picture of your creature in the box:

All about my favourite River Creature:
It has _____ legs.
It has _____ tails.
It does/does not have antennae.
My creature leaves the water to grow up? Yes or No
My creature eats…
Plants – it is a herbivore
Animals – it is a carnivore
Plants and animals – it is an omnivore
Dead things (detritus) – it is a decomposer or detritivore
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This is my creature’s Food Chain
Write or draw your answers in the boxes
My creature eats this as food:

My creature:

Predator/Prey
These animals eat my creature:

Predator
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European Eel Wordsearch

Find the words in the puzzle
eel
eggs
migrate
carnivore
silver
elver
yellow
fish

glass
nocturnal
river
sargasso
sea
invertebrates
endangered
larvae

