ORCA Sea Safari trip report
13th-15th August 2019
ORCA Sea Safari Guides:
Brian Clasper, Elfin Pugh, Paul Soulby, Tracy Guild, Trudie Russell, Jackie Shaw and Lorraine Soulby

The journey South across the Bay of Biscay
Due to bad weather the Pont-Aven arrived late into Plymouth. After all the guides had met the guests who had
travelled from all corners of the country, we then boarded at 22.30hrs. This meant that although we had a late start
to the Sea Safari with no surveying for today, we were still looking forward to a longer exciting day ahead instead, with
more time to survey towards Santander.

Wednesday 14th August 2019
The guests and guides started to gather early on deck 10 at sunrise 05.45hrs. We soon realised that we were still north
of the Ushant islands. With that the first shout of ‘sighting’ was heard. This was on the starboard side and turned out
to be a small pod of common dolphin who leapt towards the boat, eager to say good morning to us. What a great start
to the day. In an exciting hour we also saw the first sunfish (mola mola) of the trip, which was laying on its side floating
on the surface, we saw our second species of dolphin, striped dolphin, which was swimming in a mixed pod with
common dolphin.
After an early muster by our team leader Brian, both sides of the rails were filled with guests braving the weather
eager to see sporadic sightings of common dolphin which were leaping out of the waves, showing the classic hourglass
figure which is diagnostic of this type of dolphin.
Unfortunately, the wind started to gain strength and with the driving rain, heavy swell and a sea state 5/6 we had to
retreat to the back of deck 6.
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Pilot whales in the mist (Credit: Paul Soulby)

After dinner, during difficult sea conditions, we sailed through deeper water and soon had our first sighting of a distant
unidentified whale on the starboard side. This was the start of a busy couple of hours which gave us an unidentified
beaked whale (probably a Cuvier’s beaked whale) which breached out of the water, long finned pilot whales, Cuvier’s
beaked whale and more distant blows.
As we travelled further south the weather improved and we all moved back to deck 10. During the next couple of
hours, as we sailed over the Abyssal plain, it was non-stop sightings of fin whales with their tall narrow blows on both
sides with guests rushing back and forth not wanting to miss any of the action. One sighting on the port side was a
mother fin whale with calf, who stayed right beside her. These were quite close to the ship and with smiling faces, the
guests watched as we sailed passed and the fin whales carried on with their journey.
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Fin whale and calf (Credit: Paul Soulby)

Later as we approached the Torrelavega Canyon there were some fantastic sightings of breaching Cuvier’s beaked
whales. They are deep diving beaked whales and have the ability to dive down to 3000m to hunt for their prey using
sonar to find them in the dark. Cuvier’s beaked whales have the record for holding their breath for two hours and
forty-three minutes!

Cuvier’s beaked whale (Credit: Paul Soulby)
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Then as the sun began to set, surveying was over for the day. Guests and guides were happy that such a difficult day
had brought so many wonderful sightings and were all looking forward to the return journey tomorrow.

The journey north across the Bay of Biscay

Thursday 15th August 2019
With the sunrise surveying starting early and we still had a lot of the Abyssal plain to travel across. The morning was a
busy one with sightings of fin whales and distant blows. These were interspersed with pods of dolphin. At 07.45hrs a
mixed pod of common dolphin and striped dolphin were attracted to the ship, splashing and leaping, giving us
excellent views of the different pattern markings between them. These two types of dolphin are often seen together
in a mixed pod where there is plentiful of food nearby.

More fin whales were seen as we approached and passed over the continental shelf.

Action stations – sighting on the starboard bow (Credit: Paul Soulby)
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At 14.00hrs with children seeing dolphins from the show lounge windows, our team leader, Brian gave a very
informative presentation about cetaceans, the challenges they face and tales of his sightings of these fabulous
creatures around the world. After the presentation we sailed back through the Ushant Islands with their many
lighthouses, rich birdlife and calmer seas, we saw a quick splash of a harbour porpoise on the port side.

Afterwards as the sun came out and the wind died down, the favourable conditions gave us many opportunities to see
common dolphin and striped dolphin. In these rich waters, many dolphins were feeding, showing how they turned
and dived in tight circles keeping the bait ball of fish together. Ahead starboard side there was a large pod of over fifty
unidentified dolphins with many breaching in the distance. The guests were quite confident shouting out ‘sighting’ as
common dolphins rushed towards the ship giving us excellent views of them swimming with calves in tow under the
water. This is what it is all about for us guides, seeing guests experiencing their joy and excitement of watching
cetaceans in their natural habitat.

Common dolphin (Credit: Paul Soulby)
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After a very long day we had a final muster and thanked everyone for their commitment and contribution to making
this Sea Safari a great success.

On our arrival into Plymouth the guests watched a show of fireworks. The display was an organised event in Plymouth
and the fireworks were lit from a jetty in the harbour.

Fireworks seen from the Pont Aven (Credit: Paul Soulby)
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We hope to see you again on another exciting Sea Safari adventure sailing across the Bay of Biscay.

Species recorded
Cetaceans
200

Common dolphin

27

Fin whale

20

Striped dolphin

1

Minke whale

12

Common/striped dolphin

25

Unidentified whale

79

Unidentified dolphin

5

Cuvier’s beaked whale

13

Pilot whale

2

Unidentified beaked whale

1

Harbour porpoise

Total cetaceans - 385

Birds
Northern gannet

Fulmar

Kittiwake

Herring gull

Black backed gull

Lesser black backed gull

Yellow legged gull

Black headed gull

Little shearwater

Storm petrel

Manx shearwater

Cory’s shearwater

Great shearwater

Sooty shearwater

Great skua

Artic skua

Artic tern

Little tern

Turnstone

Other wildlife
Sunfish

Tuna fish

For a map of all the marine mammals seen on this trip please see the next page
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