
PTEROPODS PLEASE! 
 
What are pteropods ? 
For those unfamiliar with pteropods, they are holoplanktonic gastropods, with their 
oldest record in the latest Paleocene/earliest Eocene. They are mostly between 250-
2000 microns in size (sometimes larger), and very often turn up in micropaleo or 
micromollusc samples. Pteropods can be found in all marine environments, from 
coastal to abyssal. Their very thin aragonitic shells are susceptible to crushing or 
dissolution, but they are often preserved as pyrite, limonite or phosphate internal 
moulds, which are readily identifiable.Their morphology is quite diverse,  but two 
main groups, Limacinoidea and Cavolinioidea, are distinguished.  The first group 
look very much like juvenile benthic gastropods, but are smooth and sinistrally 
coiled;  in the second group specimens are conical or bilaterally symmetrical. 
 

 
        Limacinoidea         |                                Cavolinioidea 
 
 
Why are they important? 
Like other planktonic fossil groups, pteropods have high potential for dating and 
intercontinental correlation of marine sediments, as many are both short-ranging and 
very widespread. This potential has however been recognised only relatively 
recently, with 24 pteropod zones differentiated in the North Sea, the Aquitaine and 
the Mediterranean basins. Pteropods can be preserved, often in abundance, in 
decalcified and oxidised sediments in which no other biostratigraphically useful 
fossils survive, so can provide the only chronostratigraphic information in these 
settings. Conversely, their occurrence in already well-dated sediments can provide 
feedback to refine their stratigraphic ranges. 
 
Why do we need more records ? 
The pteropod record outside NW Europe and a few other areas (Mediterranean, 
USA) is still very poorly documented. Pilot sampling in previously unexplored areas 
(e.g. Uzbekistan, Iran) indicates that much more remains to be discovered  
 
How to help 
I have an ongoing research program on fossil pteropod biostratigraphy worldwide, 
largely dependent on many helpful colleagues providing material. If you have (or 
think you may have) pteropods in your samples or collections please get in touch 
(with photos if possible). I'm happy to search sample residues if appropriate.  
All material loaned or donated will be handled with care and appropriately credited, 
and any pteropods either returned or placed in a museum collection. 
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