ORCA Sea Safari trip report
July 9th – July 11th 2019
ORCA Wildlife Guides: (left to right) Brian Clasper, Ian Boreham, Jayne Dobner (Team Leader) Richard
Allcorn, Christine Murdie, Sue Lakeman, Lynne Watts
Special Guest: Nigel Marven – Wildlife TV presenter and ORCA Patron (Centre)

Tuesday 9th July – Departing Plymouth
We all met at The Brittany Ferries terminal in Plymouth, excited for the next few days ahead of us, especially with very
good and calm sea conditions forecast in the Bay of Biscay. After boarding the Pont- Aven and acquainting ourselves
with the ship`s layout, our first meeting together as a team was on Deck 10. Jayne, our team leader, explained the
timetable of the next few days while we left port at 7.00pm. We were then introduced to our celebrity guest, Nigel
Marven broadcaster, presenter and ORCA Patron. It was an amazing setting with Plymouth hoe looking down on us. It
is here where Sir Francis Drake the intrepid explorer is immortalised in a statue, situated a few metres from the green
where he finished his game of bowls before heading out to defeat the Spanish armada in 1588.
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Departing Plymouth

After negotiating the harbour we headed for open water, with a sea state 2, excellent visibility and a gentle cooling
breeze. Perfect viewing conditions for observing wildlife. Normally the ferry leaves Portsmouth and we have a very
quiet evening watch in the channel. However, this was not the case on as we left from Plymouth and went straight
into the Western approaches. A splendid Mediterranean gull escorted us off and immediately we had many feeding
bird parties of Manx shearwaters and Northern gannets. Some of the latter dive bombing into the sea. With the many
active small fishing boats as well, this boded us well, indicating a plentiful food source for cetaceans (whales, dolphins
and porpoises).

A muster on deck 10 of the Pont-Aven
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Manx shearwater

`Sighting `was soon called by one of the ORCA Wildlife Officers on board the Pont-Aven - this was to be heard many
times over the course of our Sea Safari. A pod of distant common dolphins were seen feeding with a group of birds.
Then another, and another pod. Interspersed with these we had a few roaming pods of bottlenose dolphins too!

A Common Dolphin bursting onto the scene
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Because of the excellent flat sea, we started seeing harbour porpoise, distinctive with their triangular shaped dorsal
fins, even a pod of 6. The species list then continued to grow with our first whale species, 3 single minke whales slowly
cruising past the ship. What an amazing first day as we watched the sunset just after 9.00pm

Harbour porpoises at sunset

Sunset on Tuesday 9th July
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Wednesday 10th July
It was an early start with some of us on deck at 4.30am! The various charts were put into place in our area on deck 10
of the Pont-Aven, and we were ready for the day! The first pods of common dolphins were soon being recorded,
attracted to the ship and bow riding in the waves.

Two breaching Common dolphins

The vessel was a third of the way down the Bay of Biscay just north of the continental shelf. Here the depth of the sea
drops from 200m to the Abyssal plan with amazing depths eventually reaching 4000m+. These depths hold giant squid,
favourite food of deep diving whales and is why the Bay of Biscay is such a good place to see some of these species.

Each trip we take is different and we noticed the lack of seabirds during this day compared with former trips.
Occasionally gannets were seen during the day and brief views of our stowaway Collared dove circumnavigating the
decks. As we passed over the ledge of the Continental Shelf we saw our first distant blows of fin whales, 8m high at
distances sometimes of over 1 km!
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Distant blows, probably from three fin whales

A fin whale swimming away

We progressed south during the morning and were fortunate to see some closer fin whales, noting the blow, the
slowly rising body followed with the small dorsal fin. A truly amazing sighting, these species the second largest mammal
to have ever been on the earth are two and half buses long!
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Surfacing Fin Whale

After many more sightings of fin whales we then had 2 pods of pilot whales, most likely the long finned variety, slowly
swimming past us.

Long- finned Pilot whales

In the late morning we saw our first Cuvier’s beaked whale. The Bay of Biscay is probably one of the best places to see
these animals in the world. They feed on deep water squid, battling with them which causes the disinvite scarring we
see on their bodies. The whales feed at depths of up to 2,500m staying underwater for up to two and three quarter
hours. During today’s crossing we had a record count for this species, 19, with the last few very close to the ship. With
age the males tend to become paler and we were fortunate see a virtually white one in a small pod. During the morning
we also recorded occasional pods of common dolphins and on closer examination of photos we notice a few energetic
striped dolphins too. Sunfish and tuna were also recorded today.
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We approached the Spanish coast with the foothills of the Pyrenees to our port side and the Picos d` Europa to our
starboard side. Slowly we meandered our way past the beaches to our berth in the centre of the city of Santander. On
our port side some of us were lucky to see very distant Black kite and Griffin vultures soaring. The group disembarked
to a lovely early evening, the short visit enabling us to sample local delights especially the Ice cream!

We departed at 7.15pm giving us a short evening watch during which we saw small pods of feeding common and
bottlenose dolphins. Just like our conditions earlier today, we had a sea state 2 with bright sunshine and remained
out on deck watching till dusk capped by an amazing sunset.

Female and male Cuvier’s beaked whales

Female Cuvier’s beaked whale
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Deck watch watching an amazing sunset on the Pont-Aven

Thursday 11th July
Another early start on deck 10 at dawn with a sea state 3 for a short period of time before reverting to a 2. There was
cloud cover and we even had a short rain shower. However, as the morning progressed we soon got back into wall to
wall blue sky. The watch started north of the Abyssal plains over the Continental shelf. It was a quieter day but we did
have a few pods of common dolphins and two minke whales.

Breaching common dolphins
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Common dolphin

Minke whale
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Due to the superb sea state the captain took us on the inner course between the Ile d`Ouessant and the coast. A
spectacular scenic route. As we watched the beaches and cliffs go past we were rewarded with four pods of bottlenose
dolphins feeding close to the shore.

Ile d`Ouessant - a French island at the south-western end of the English Channel
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For the birdwatchers amongst us, we found 2 flocks of manx shearwater with at least 8 uncommon Balearic
shearwaters. A thickset, browner shearwater which breed in the Mediterranean but whose status is highly threatened.
In the Western approaches we again recorded pods of common dolphins with one pod appearing to have a few striped
dolphins amongst them, usually associated with the Bay of Biscay only.

Balearic (on the left) and Manx Shearwaters

We had our well attended final meeting inside on Deck 8 in the entertainment area with a great talk by our on board
ORCA Wildlife Officers and an amazing talk by our visiting patron and friend, Nigel Marven. Arriving at the Plymouth
ferry terminal at 4.45pm the full safari disembarked tired, but still buzzing from an amazing few days.

We would like to take this opportunity to thank you all for your enthusiastic participation in our Sea Safari. A big
thankyou also to our celebrity guest – Nigel Marven, the Captain and crew on board the Brittany Ferries Pont-Aven for
hosting out trip and to ORCA itself for bringing us all together.

A list detailed map of all the marine mammal sightings from this Sea Safari can be found on the next page.
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Species recorded

Cetaceans:
Bottlenose Dolphin
Common Dolphin
Harbour porpoise
Striped dolphin
Unidentified dolphin species
Fin whale
Minke whale
Large Roqual blows
Cuvier’s Beaked whale
Possible False Killer whale
Pilot whale

Birds:
Gannet

Kittiwake

Fulmar

Common Tern

Cormorant

Sandwich Tern

Shag

Guillemot

Manx Shearwater

Razorbill

Balearic shearwater

Collared dove

Herring gull

Griffon vulture

Yellow legged gull

Black kite

Lesser Black backed gull

Oystercatcher

Mediterranean gull

Common Scoter

Great skua

Other animals
Ocean Sunfish
Tuna
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