ORCA Sea Safari Trip Report
6th - 8th August 2019
ORCA Wildlife Guides: Jenna Silk, Steve Jones, Tracy Guild, Michael Burn, Mike Taylor and Paul Bamford
Special Guest: Lizzie Daly

The Journey South
Tuesday 6th August
The Sea Safari commenced on board the Brittany Ferries Pont-Aven departing Plymouth at 5:30pm bound for
Santander. The guests mustered at 6:15pm on deck 10, eagerly anticipating an evening watch before dinner.
Although the sea state was very favourable for spotting cetaceans, there was a blustery wind which made using
binoculars quite challenging. One brief encounter with a small pod of short-beaked common dolphins and a few
scattered groups of Gannets were our reward for this first watch.

Wednesday 7th August
The ORCA team, along with many of our Safari guests, were on deck for the 6.00am dawn to watch a beautiful
sunrise. At this point we were south of the Brest peninsula and still over the relatively shallow waters - the deeper
waters of the Continental Shelf were reached after about a further hour and a half sailing time. Everyone had ample
time to get used to the light and the sea state, which was just about perfect with a gentle swell and no white caps
to the waves, although it was still a little windy. It was not very long before the soon-to-become- very-familiar cry
of “dolphins!” was echoing across deck 10.
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Sunrise from deck 10 Pont-Aven. Photo by Gillian Bamford

While still in the relatively shallow waters before the Continental Shelf, it was not long before the first large blow
was seen and a large dark shape surfaced moments later, confirming the animal was a huge fin whale. For the next
hour or so there were regular encounters with small groups of short-beaked common dolphins interspersed with
fin whale blows and distant sightings.

We crossed the shelf at around 7:30 am, which coincided with a new species for the list as a pod of bottlenose
dolphins was spotted quite close to the ship; this sighting provided an opportunity to show our guests the
differences between dolphin species. As this discussion was in progress, a very energetic pod of fast-swimming
highly acrobatic, striped dolphins came alongside - great timing for the identification workshop!

Acrobatic Striped Dolphin. Photo by Lizzie Daly
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As people grabbed a quick breakfast or brought their coffee and croissants back onto deck 10, there was a general
feeling that this was going to be a special crossing, as we had been seeing fin whales and small pods of dolphins
regularly. Our optimism was rewarded over the next 3 hours of the cruise, as the sightings continued to flow, and
the animals were seen much closer to the ship.

Short-beaked Common Dolphins enjoying the fine weather. Photo by Steve Jones

Fin Whales cruising past the Pont-Aven. Photo by Gillian Bamford
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Long-finned pilot whales had been quite scarce last year, so it was wonderful that our next new species was a
delightful pod of these animals. These whales are very sociable and usually stay in fairly large groups. Our eagleeyed surveyors counted upwards of 20 animals in this group, including a couple of calves; a great indicator that
things are looking up for pilot whales in the bay and their future is looking bright.

First encounter with Long-finned Pilot Whales. Photo by Paul Bamford

The ship’s route took us alongside the Continental Shelf for most of the morning, which provided excellent
opportunities to find fin whales, and with calm sea conditions and lovely weather we enjoyed a number of small
groups of these whales, either from their tall blows or just breaking the surface in the distance. Luckily, one animal
surfaced literally 100m from the port side - I think the noise of over 150 excited whale watchers marvelling at this
magnificent sighting, and of the clatter of digital cameras, must have brought a smile to the whale’s face.

Fin Whale surfaces alongside the Pont-Aven. Photo by Lizzie Daly
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Today the Bay of Biscay was in benevolent mood, and just when we thought it couldn’t get better, lo and behold
came even more once-in-a-lifetime encounters. This time the elusive Cuvier’s beaked whale, the deep-diving squid
hunter, put in an extended visit to the surface, and luckily for our Safari guests, these animals surfaced right by the
side of the ship.

Cuvier’s Beaked Whale showing characteristic scaring. Photo Paul Bamford

After lunch the action died down a little - the quality of sightings continued however, and included spectacular
breaching bottlenose dolphins, several more pods of Cuvier’s beaked whales and a group of unidentified large
beaked whales which caused much debate between the surveyors and experienced whale watchers on the ship. A
breaching fin whale was another rare sight which delighted surveyors and guests alike. Another large pod of longfinned pilot whales (approximately 30 animals altogether) surged towards the ship, again providing fantastic views.

Long-finned Pilot Whales race towards the Pont-Aven. Photo by Paul Bamford
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The Journey North
Wednesday 7th August
After a short stop in Santander, a final deck watch commenced as we sailed past the breakwater. The cetacean
activity died down and, as had been noted during our crossing through the Bay earlier, there were still very few
birds. As the sun started to set at around 7:45 pm a cry of “Petrel!” came from some birdwatchers on the port side,
and after much excitement and running from one side to the ship to the other, a Soft-plumaged type Petrel was
positively identified. Unfortunately, separating petrels at sea is very tricky; however, everyone was pretty confident
that the bird was either a Fea’s or Zino’s species. This species is extremely rare in this part of the ocean, so everyone
who saw the bird probably had a once in a lifetime experience.

Thursday 8th August
Dawn broke at round 06:00 a.m. with the Pont-Aven just off the Isles of Ushant. We were greeted with a lovely
calm sea - unfortunately a sea mist had also descended. It was not long before several small pods of short-beaked
common dolphins appeared out of the gloom and were eagerly watched. Birdlife had increased a little after
yesterday’s rather sparse day and as we sailed through the islands, Gannets, Balearic Shearwaters, a few Storm
Petrels and a couple of Black Terns were spotted from deck 6. At around 07:00am a single Minke Whale gave a very
brief sighting before disappearing into the sea mist.

Soon after breakfast a revitalised team on deck were entertained by a very acrobatic pod of bottlenose dolphins,
with much jumping and splashing. The rest of the morning on deck was relatively slow, with the occasional small
group of dolphins and a few Gannets to keep us company.

At 2:00 pm the ship’s resident ORCA Wildlife Officer gave a presentation on the whales and dolphins of the Bay,
followed by a most entertaining review of the Sea Safari given by ORCA’s guest on board, Lizzie Daly. Lizzie inspired
us with tales of her adventures and future projects, and her love and enthusiasm for all marine life.

We returned on deck for a final scan of the ocean and were told of several large splashes being seen at around
3:00pm! A fantastic couple of days watching came to a close as we disembarked in Plymouth at 5.00 pm. All the
ORCA Guides would like to say a huge thank you to every one of the enthusiastic guests who joined us for this trip
and helped us scan the waters and the skies for marine wildlife. You all played a vital role in citizen science and
conservation and you were fantastic company throughout the voyage.
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The Sea Safari guide team would also like to say a big thank you to Lizzie Daly for joining us during our voyage and
to the captain and crew of the Brittany Ferries Pont-Aven for their continued support of ORCA. We hope to see you
all out in the Bay of Biscay again soon.

Thanks to Lizzie Daly, Gillian Bamford, Steve Jones and Pete Morris/Jerome Murray, library images, for allowing
their fantastic photos to be used in this trip report.

For a full list and a map of the species seen on this trip please see the next page.

Birds list
Northern Gannet

British Storm Petrel

Kittiwake

Manx Shearwater

Fea’s/Zino’s Petrel

Black-headed Gull

Balearic Shearwater

Common Tern

Turnstone

Great Skua

Black Tern

Shag

Arctic Skua

Herring Gull

Pied Flycatcher

Pomarine Skua

Lesser Black-backed Gull
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