
B
io

di
ve

rs
ity

 S
er

ie
s

Background Document for Azorean limpet 
Patella aspera    

2010



 
 
 

2 

OSPAR Convention  

The Convention for the Protection of the 
Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic 
(the “OSPAR Convention”) was opened for 
signature at the Ministerial Meeting of the 
former Oslo and Paris Commissions in Paris 
on 22 September 1992. The Convention 
entered into force on 25 March 1998. It has 
been ratified by Belgium, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, 
Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom 
and approved by the European Community 
and Spain.  

 

 

 

 

Convention OSPAR  

La Convention pour la protection du milieu 
marin de l'Atlantique du Nord-Est, dite 
Convention OSPAR, a été ouverte à la 
signature à la réunion ministérielle des 
anciennes Commissions d'Oslo et de Paris,  
à Paris le 22 septembre 1992. La Convention 
est entrée en vigueur le 25 mars 1998.  
La Convention a été ratifiée par l'Allemagne,  
la Belgique, le Danemark, la Finlande,  
la France, l’Irlande, l’Islande, le Luxembourg, 
la Norvège, les Pays-Bas, le Portugal,  
le Royaume-Uni de Grande Bretagne  
et d’Irlande du Nord, la Suède et la Suisse  
et approuvée par la Communauté européenne 
et l’Espagne.  
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Background Document for Azorean limpet Patella 
aspera  

Executive Summary 
This Background Document on the wild Azorean limpet – Patella aspera - has been developed by 
OSPAR following the inclusion of this species on the OSPAR List of threatened and/or declining 
species and habitats (OSPAR agreement 2008-6). The document provides a compilation of the 
reviews and assessments that have been prepared concerning this species since the agreement to 
include it in the OSPAR List in 2003. The original evaluation used to justify the inclusion of Patella 
aspera in the OSPAR List is followed by an assessment of the most recent information on its status 
(distribution, population, condition) and key threats prepared during 2008-2009. Chapter 7 provides 
proposals for the actions and measures that could be taken to improve the conservation status of the 
species. In agreeing to the publication of this document, Contracting Parties have indicated the need 
to further review these proposals. Publication of this background document does not, therefore, imply 
any formal endorsement of these proposals by the OSPAR Commission. On the basis of the further 
review of these proposals, OSPAR will continue its work to ensure the protection of Patella aspera, 
where necessary in cooperation with other competent organisations. This background document may 
be updated to reflect further developments or further information on the status of the species which 
becomes available. 

Récapitulatif 
Le présent document de fond sur la patelle des Azores a été élaboré par OSPAR à la suite de 
l’inclusion de cette espèce dans la liste OSPAR des espèces et habitats menacés et/ou en déclin 
(Accord OSPAR 2008-6). Ce document comporte une compilation des revues et des évaluations 
concernant cette espèce qui ont été préparées depuis qu’il a été convenu de l’inclure dans la Liste 
OSPAR en 2003. L’évaluation d’origine permettant de justifier l’inclusion de la Patelle des Azores 
dans la Liste OSPAR est suivie d’une évaluation des informations les plus récentes sur son statut 
(distribution, population, condition) et des menaces clés, préparée en 2008-2009. Le chapitre 7 fournit 
des propositions d’actions et de mesures qui pourraient être prises afin d’améliorer l’état de 
conservation de l’espèce. En se mettant d’accord sur la publication de ce document, les Parties 
contractantes ont indiqué la nécessité de réviser de nouveau ces propositions. La publication de ce 
document ne signifie pas, par conséquent que la Commission OSPAR entérine ces propositions de 
manière formelle. A partir de la nouvelle révision de ces propositions, OSPAR poursuivra ses travaux 
afin de s’assurer de la protection de la patelle des Azores, le cas échéant avec la coopération d’autres 
organisations compétentes. Ce document de fond pourra être actualisé pour tenir compte de 
nouvelles avancées ou de nouvelles informations qui deviendront disponibles sur l’état de l’espèce. 
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1. Background information 

Name of species 
Patella aspera (Patella ulyssiponensis aspera) 

Azorean limpet  

Patella ulyssiponensis aspera was nominated for the OSPAR list as a Macronesian subspecies of P. 
ulyssiponensis. There has been some uncertainty about the systematics of Azorean limpets and the 
most recent work suggests that there are two distinct species - P.aspera which is endemic to 
Macaronesia, and P. ulyssiponensis which occurs on continental Europe (e.g. Hawkins et al., 2000). 
This background document therefore refers to P. aspera. The local name for this species is “lapa 
brava”. 
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2. Original Evaluation against the Texel-Faial selection criteria 

OSPAR Regions and Dinter biogeographic zones where the species occurs 
OSPAR Region: V 

Biogeographic zone: Azores shelf biogeographic zone  

OSPAR Regions where the species is under threat and/or decline 
Region & Biogeographic zones specified for decline and/or threat: Macaronesian province,  

General  
Locally known as “lapa brava” Patela aspera is one of the two species of limpets collected for human 
consumption in the Azores. The taxonomical status has some uncertainly, but the most recent study 
(Hawkins et al. 2000) suggests that the Azorean species previously considered a subspecies, P. 
ulyssiponesis aspera, is in fact a valid and well differentiated endemic of the Macaronesia region. Its 
distribution in the OSPAR Maritime Area is limited to the islands of the Azores where it occurs on 
rocky substrates in the intertidal, and in the shallow sublittoral. (e.g. Christiaens, 1973; Titselaar, 
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1998).In the Azores this species is one, if not the most, important grazer in the superior subtidal, and 
is considered as keystone species on the rocky shore of the archipelago. 

In 1984/1985 limpets represented 15% of the economic value of all seafood supplied through the 
Azorean fisheries auction. They reached 6th place in economic importance. At that time only a small 
proportion of the limpets went through the official market. An estimated 80% went directly from the 
harvester to the market. In subsequent years the drop of limpet populations was dramatic, from a 
maximum of 90 tons in 1985 to a minimum of 10 tons in 1988. This had an effect on the structure of 
sub-littoral communities and assemblages with no recovery as yet. In the early 1990’s there were still 
places where was Catch Per Unit Effort (CPUE) was around 12kg/half hour but this has fallen to 
5g/half hour in recent years 

Original evaluation against the Texel-Faial criteria for which the species was included on the 
OSPAR List 
P.aspera was nominated for inclusion on the OSPAR list in 2001 with particular reference to its 
decline, keystone status and sensitivity with information also present on threat.  

Decline: P.aspera is one of two species of limpet collected for human consumption in the Azores. 
Moderate harvests, mainly for self consumption, are believed to have taken place since the islands 
were colonised in the 15th century (Santos et al. 1995). A combination of easier access to sublittoral 
populations, improved refrigeration, increased commercial value and a hypothetical “limpet disease” 
led to a decline of stocks mainly in the Central group of islands (Faial, Pico, Terceira, São Jorge and 
Graciosa) in the mid to late 1980’s and a collapse of the fishery by 1988 (e.g. Martins et al., 1987; 
Santos et al. 1995; Ferraz et al., 2001; Hawkins et al., 2000) (see figure). Effects have also been 
observed in the size distribution with more large individuals in professionally harvested landings than 
in unexploited stocks (Martins et al., 1987). Various fisheries management measures were introduced 
and since then populations appear to have recovered and were stable in the end of the 90’s (Delgado 
et al. 2007) with regard to their biomass in the Central and Western Groups while those in the Eastern 
group of island (Santa. Maria and São Miguel) have not recovered from over-exploitation and seem to 
be dangerously low (Ferraz & Menezes, 1998 & 1999; Ferraz & Santos, 2000; Ferraz et al., 2001).  

Keystone species: Limpets are known to have an important influence on the structure and function of 
rocky shore communities. They are dominant grazers that have a major influence on the community 
composition of rocky shores and can be considered keystone species (e.g. Raffaelli & Hawkins, 1996). 
Once removed, conditions may also change to a state that makes recolonisation less likely. In areas 
where uncontrolled human exploitation has taken place, for example, algal turfs tend to dominate the 
rock surfaces, which deprives the limpets of a lithothamnia covered nursery ground which can be 
easily grazed. There are only two species of patellid limpets found on the Azores therefore changes in 
the population status of P.aspera could have far reaching implications for rocky shore ecology of the 
islands. 

Sensitivity: P.aspera is thought to be a protandrous hermaphrodite. In heavily exploited populations 
the average size decreases and therefore the number of the large sized females is affected. This may 
lead to increased likelihood of recruitment failure due to lowered reproductive output. Genetically, it 
would also reduce the effective populations size considerably (Santos et al. 1995; Hawkins et al., 
2000). P.aspera is susceptible to “recruitment overfishing” due to distortion of the sex ratios by 
removal of the larger females, and to heavy exploitation which disturbes the well-grazed lithothamnia 
dominated habitat needed for continual recruitment (Santos et al. 1990). 

Threat : The main threat to P.aspera is overexploitation for the fishery. When harvesting was banned 
in the central group of islands in 1985 this increased exploitation in other islands, mainly in São Miguel 
and Santa Maria, and stocks in these islands have still to recover. The total ban on limpet collection in 




