ORCA Wildlife Report – South American
Exploration (the Caribbean)
MS Balmoral, 2nd-16th March 2020
The ORCA Team: Lauren Peach and Tony Chenery (ORCA Cruise
Conservationists)

Day 1: 2nd March – Bridgetown, Barbados
We boarded the Balmoral in the sun-soaked port of Bridgetown. Knowing that
most of the passengers had been on board this ship for around eight weeks, we
were looking forward to hearing some of their stories of what they might have
already seen on their journey around South America! Although there was not too
much time between leaving Bridgetown and sunset in the evening, we donned our
blue vests and made our way up onto Deck 11 to meet some of the passengers
enjoying the last of the day’s sun. Already excited for what the rest of the cruise
might bring, we settled into our cabins for an early night, hoping to get a little bit
of time on deck before arriving in Antigua the next morning.

Day 2: 3rd March – St. Johns, Antigua
Out on deck for sunrise, we kept our eyes peeled for any whales and dolphins
(collectively known as cetaceans), which might make an early morning
appearance. Whilst we did not spot any, we were kept entertained by flying fish
and some Caribbean birds including masked booby and tropic birds. Taking some
time to enjoy St Johns, we found some more of the islands bird inhabitants
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including a variety of herons and egrets, carib grackle and grey kingbirds. As we did not leave Antigua until 11pm, we
made the most of the evening and enjoyed the local Hell Gate Antiguan Steel Orchestra who put on a wonderful
performance whilst passengers were treated to a splendid Caribbean-style BBQ out on Deck 7.

On Antigua, various species of heron and egret were spotted just outside the port in St. Johns (left) whilst grey kingbirds could be found
perched on the lampposts and electrical cables of the main town.

A masked booby. These birds belong to the same bird family as the northern gannet that many of us are familiar with in the UK.

Day 3: 4th March – Basseterre, St. Kitts
Another early sunrise today meant we could get out on deck before arriving in St. Kitts. Whilst no cetaceans were
spotted, we got good views of magnificent frigate birds, royal terms and lesser black-backed gulls as we were pulling
into port. Although we were due to leave later afternoon, we did leave a little late meaning there was not too much
time for wildlife watching after leaving port. This did leave plenty of time for conversations with passengers on board,
who began to tell us of the wonderful whale sighting some of them witnessed upon leaving the Chilean Fjords earlier
in the cruise. As tomorrow was our first full day at sea, after enjoying some evening entertainment in the Neptune
Lounge, we made sure we got an early night to prepare for the days ahead.
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Magnificent frigate birds are relatively easy to identify with their large wingspan, soaring flying pattern and their long, outer-edge tail feathers
known as tail streamers.

Royal tern.

We were greeted by a rainbow upon arrival in Bassiterre, St. Kitts.
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Day 4: 5th March – At sea
When we arrived on Deck 11 at sunrise the next morning, we were delighted to be joined by some passengers who
were keen to try and spot some cetaceans with us. We were not disappointed; within ten minutes we had a humpback
whale breach off the port side. Thankfully we were lucky enough to get three more sightings of these amazing animals
throughout the morning, allowing more and more passengers to get a look at these charismatic whales! Although we
had no more cetacean sightings for the day, passengers were able to enjoy the first of ORCA’s presentations delivered
by Tony in the afternoon. He officially introduced ORCA giving an overview of the charity’s work and spoke about what
we might come across on the rest of our journey between now and Southampton.

The tell-tail sign of a breaching humpback whale, our first cetacean sighting of the trip.

The head of a humpback whale as it performs and partial breach. The tops of the long, white pectoral fins are just about visible at the surface
of the water.
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The rorqual pleats on the throat of this humpback whale can be seen very clearly. These folds of skin expand to allow the whale to engulf large
volumes of food in a single mouthful. Humpback whales have between 14 -35 of these pleats with numbers differing between individuals.

The eye of this whale can be seen nicely, along with a cluster of barnacles located on the whale’s chin. Clusters of barnacles like this are
commonly found on humpback whales.
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Day 5: 6th March – At sea
Making our way up to Deck 11 for sunrise, we were again greeted by a humpback whale breaching within five minutes
of being up on deck! Around 9.30am, another humpback whale breached close to the ship, meaning passengers both
out on deck and enjoying their breakfast were able to get a good view of this species. By now many passengers were
able to identify these wonderful whales by picking out their ‘humped’ dorsal and extremely long pectoral fins.
Enthused by the previous sightings, many passengers joined us on Deck 11 for out afternoon deck watch. At round
4pm our watching paid off. After spotting some Cory’s shearwaters flying nearby, two large baleen whales were
spotted off the port side. Although we could see their large blows shooting up into the air, we could not identify with
certainty which species they might be. There was however no mistaking the humpback whale which breached off the
starboard side just moments later. Keen for everyone to get a look, Lauren passed around her binoculars between
passengers, with some stating this was the first whale they had seen on this trip and for some, the first in their lives!
Having had a day of watching in beautiful sea conditions, we headed inside just after sunset and enjoyed a stunning
performance by the Balmoral’s guest flautist in the Neptune Lounge before retiring to bed.

A humpback whale performing a spectacular breach. The whale is entering the water on its back with its long pectoral fins clearly visible for sll
to see.
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Day 6: 7th March – At sea
The watching conditions were beautiful this morning, with not a bit of white water in sight! This makes it easier to
spot cetaceans, as any splashes created by their movement can be distinguished from the relatively calm ocean. Today
was also the day of our second presentation. Lauren gave a well-attended talk titled ‘Voices of the Big Blue’. Passengers
learned how cetaceans communicated each other, why they were so dependent on sound, and even the differences
in sound use between different species. Although it was quiet for wildlife sightings up on deck, this did not come as
too much of a surprise as we were far from any land travelling over the flat, relatively featureless basin of the Atlantic
Ocean. We did manage to spot a whale blow close to the horizon in the morning along with some passing Cory’s
shearwaters, but we were hopeful that crossing over the Mid-Atlantic Ridge the next day might give some more wildlife
sightings.

A blow of an unidentified whale is just about visible in the area shown above. Although we could not identify the species, the presence of a
whale in the area can still be recorded.

Day 7: 8th March – At sea
Our fourth sea day saw us crossing an area of the Atlantic Ocean called the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. The gradual outwards
movement of the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates gives rise to this ridge in the North Atlantic Ocean with
it being a part of the largest mountain ranges in the world. Due to this area of the ocean not being as flat and
featureless as that we had sailed across the previous day, we hoped we may get some more sightings. A couple of
whale blows were spotted out on the horizon early morning. Due to their shorter height and 45-degree angle these
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could have belonged to a sperm whale, but they were too far away to tell for certain. However, the real treat came
around lunchtime.

A shout of “whales” was heard from the starboard side where Tony was keeping watch, causing Lauren to abandon
her watch on port side. Two patches of flat water around 50 metres from the side of the ship were observed. These
flat patches of water known as fluke-prints, are caused when a relatively large whale dives under the water, leaving
this tell-tale mark in their wake. Knowing there had been two animals, which had been identified as sperm whales*
by those on the starboard side, Lauren began gathering passengers from around the deck who were able to have
wonderful sightings of these animals as they disappeared off the back of the ship into the glare of the sun, bringing
their tale flukes fully out of the water! These whales also caused an excitable commotion down on the lower decks,
with many abandoning their lunches and racing to windows to get a better view; they could not have timed their
appearance any better! Not even 30 minutes after, a humpback whale breached off the starboard side of the ship.
We were very grateful for these magnificent animals timing their appearance when so many were out enjoying the
sunshine on deck.

However, whilst going through our photographs in the evening, we made a discovery*. The photographs from the
sperm whale sighting earlier in the day revealed that these animals were in fact humpback whales, with the second,
smaller whale possibly being a calf. Our photographs showed that humped dorsal fin, those long white pectoral fins
and the characteristic white and black patterned tail fluke which could only belong to the humpback whale. In fact,
the colouration pattern of each humpback whale’s tails is unique, just like a human fingerprint. This means
photographs of their tails can be used to track movements of individual humpbacks throughout the world. Thankful
for our photos, we were able to let everyone know which species we had actually seen, highlighting just how tricky
identifying animals at sea can be when there is a lot of reflection from the sun!

These whales can be identified as humpback whales through their characteristic lump or ‘hump’ just before the small dorsal fin. The smaller
individual is in the foreground.
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The long, white pectoral fins of both animals can be seen just below the water here. These fins can be up to four metres long in some adult
humpback whales.

A comparison of the tail flukes. The left shows a photograph of the tail of these humpback whales. The right shows a photo of a sperm whale
tale fluke, not taken on this trip (Credit: Stock photo). Note how the humpback tail if less of an equilateral triangle and is more elongated widthways. The sperm whale tail lacks the ‘flicky, downturned’ edges seen in the tail fluke of humpback whales.

Day 8: 9th March – At sea
When we arrived on deck at sunrise just before 7am, we realised today was going to challenge us! Unfortunately, the
sea conditions were not as good as they had been on previous days and for the first time, we had spray coming off the
white caps on the waves. This made spotting animals very difficult. Despite not being able to see any cetaceans or
birds, we had an enjoyable day up on Deck 11 with everyone and our evening was brightened further with some good
news…we were going to be arriving in Ponta Delgada on São Miguel, Azores, the evening of the 10th March rather than
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the early morning of the 11th! Everyone was excited at the thought of being able to stretch their legs on land a little
earlier and of course, more time during the day for spotting cetaceans!

Day 9: 10th March – Arrived Ponta Delgada, São Miguel, Azores
Although sunrise was getting later as we travelled further north, a full day at sea coming into the Azores meant plenty
of opportunities for spotting some wildlife. The Azorean archipelago is made up on nine volcanic islands, which are
actually the peaks of some mountains forming part of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. Due to the varied ocean habitat
surrounding the islands and their location in the Atlantic, the Azores is home to a number of resident cetacean species
year-round and an is also region a number of baleen whale species pass through on their northward migration during
April and May. Although we were a little early for these migratory species, there was always a chance we might spot
some early arrivals or some of the resident toothed cetaceans that called the islands their home.

Passengers who were able to join us in the morning were able to help us spot some whale blows on the horizon, before
being treated to two fin whales appearing within 200m of the ship. Fin whales are the second largest species of whale
with adults often measuring between 20 to 24 metres in length. The whales’ large column-like blow indicates their
presence at sea with, their backward-sloping dorsal fin following shortly after the blow. Their bodies are so large that
in the adults, the initial blow and dorsal fin cannot physically be seen at the same time!

It was time for Lauren to leave deck mid-morning to give ORCA’s third presentation of the cruise. Many passengers
came along to the Neptune Lounge to listen to today’s topic ‘What’s for dinner?’ in which they discovered the different
methods different cetaceans use to catch their prey.

By the afternoon, the island of São Miguel was in sight and apart from some unidentifiable dolphins* splashing in the
distance, there were no more sightings. We guessed that they might have been Risso’s dolphins, a relatively large
species which certainly would have made a splash. We were approached by a passenger later on who had managed
to take some photos of these dolphins from a different location on the ship and asked if we might be able to identify
the species. To our delight, we told him that his photos let us know that those splashes were not dolphins at all*, but
a species of beaked whale! Beaked whales are group a deep-diving toothed whales, with some species living in the
deep water surrounding the Azorean islands. They are often elusive and very hard to identify at sea. Whilst we were
not able to identify the whales down to the species, their body shape and position of their dorsal fin in the last twothirds of their body was enough to make an identification of ‘unknown beaked whale’. Although there were plenty of
birds beginning to appear around the ship we had no more cetacean sightings for the day, but the prospect of being
able to get a leg stretch once we had docked in Ponta Delgada certainly gave everyone something to look forward to
for the evening ahead.
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The relatively small size of the dorsal fin compared to the body in addition to its location in the last third of the body indicated this animal is a
species of beaked whale (Credit: Chris Mathews).

Four of these animals were seen engaging in breaching behaviour (Credit: Chris Mathews).
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Day 10: 11th March – Ponta Delgada, São Miguel, Azores
After a long few sea days, we took the opportunity to wander around the beautiful town of Ponta Delgada. Whilst we
did not manage to get out on a cetacean watching trip, upon returning to the ship in the afternoon we were told
fantastic stories by those passengers who had managed to take a trip out to see some with local guides. Some were
even lucky enough to see a group of common dolphins driving their prey into a bait ball, just like they learned about
in yesterday’s lecture, fantastic! We left São Miguel early evening and even though the skies were dark and threatening
with rain, ourselves and a few brave passengers braved the outside and kept watch as we left the harbour. Despite
only being out on deck for around 90 minutes, we were able to enjoy no fewer than four sightings of common dolphins
with two turtles even making a brief appearance! Eventually the setting of the sun forced us to peel ourselves away
from Deck 11 and head on inside and prepare for another day tomorrow at sea.

Day 11: 12th March – At sea
When we arrived on deck this morning, we were reminded that we were getting closer to home. The temperature had
begun to drop and there was plenty of white-water on the waves, making spotting animals difficult. Even the wind
made it a struggle for us to try and keep our balance whilst watching on deck. Although we had no sightings in the
morning, Tony headed on down to the Neptune Lounge delivering ORCA’s penultimate talk, ‘Plastic Oceans’. He
outlined the problems plastics present to the animals living in our oceans as well as some ways in which we can all do
out bit to help. Fred Olsen are very passionate about reducing their plastic usage as part of their environmental policy
commitments, so we were grateful to be able to do our bit to help. As the weather was still bleak outside, we held a
drop-in question and answer session in the Bookmark Café.

Thankfully, after lunch, the weather made a change for the better. With sunny skies and a nearly flat ocean, we began
our afternoon watch with the help of some wonderful passengers, up on Deck 11. Within two minutes of being up on
deck we were greeted by a fin whale on the port side and two whale blows on the starboard side shortly after. Those
who were also looking by chance in the right direction were treated to a flock of grey phalaropes passing the starboard
side. Their rapid, synchronised movement as they flew low over the waves was a beautiful sight! Although the wind
picked up around 5pm and the skies threatened with rain, we did manage to spot two separate groups of common
dolphins passing the ship before we headed in just after sunset.
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The flock of grey phalaropes moving swiftly past the MS Balmoral. They were visible for less than a minute before they flew off into the distance.

Day 12: 13th March – At sea
Heading up to Deck 11 for sunrise as normal, we noticed that we were not following the expected route for arrival in
La Coruña the following morning. Other passengers noticed this too and it was announced mid-morning that due to a
change in circumstances we would no longer be stopping, and instead sailing straight through to Southampton. This
meant that the MS Balmoral slowed her speed down to around 10 knots, meaning we would hopefully get a better

The morning saw us treated to a beautiful sunrise.
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look at any wildlife we were lucky enough to come across. Unfortunately, we did not have any cetacean sightings in
the morning, although some eagle-eyed spotters did spot some whale blows right out on the horizon at about
12.30pm.

The first sighting for ourselves thankfully came during our afternoon deck watch at around 4pm. A humpback off the
starboard side was shortly followed by a second ‘unidentified whale’ on the port side. By now we were all agreeing
that whales seem to be like buses…you can wait for hours and hours, and then several come along at once! At around
6pm many passengers had headed off to get ready for dinner, so we headed on down to Deck 7 to do some evening
watching from there. We enjoyed more fantastic stories from the keen whale and bird watchers here about what they
had seen on their South American Cruise and were even treated to a close-passing humpback at around 7pm. Again,
our photos proved to be useful for this sighting. Whilst going through his set of photos for this humpback sighting,
Tony noticed that as the humpback whale disappeared in the photo sequence, a fin whale appeared in the bottom
left of his photos! It turns out even 20-metre-long whales can go into stealth mode and not be seen! Although we had
no further sightings in the evening it was a treat to be able to enjoy a beautiful evening and sunset with our fellow
passengers.

In this photograph sequence the humpback whale disappeared in the middle of the frame, whilst a fin whale appears in the bottom left.
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Day 13: 14th March – At sea
With only two more sea days to go, we were hoping that today might give us some nice sightings as we were travelling
through the Bay of Biscay. It was revealed however that we were taking a western route around the edge of Biscay
further from land than originally planned. Even though the area is still good for cetaceans, unfortunately sightings can
never be guaranteed and the whole day passed with just a single whale blow and barely a bird in the sky. Everyone’s
spirits however were not dampened. The weather held out for the entire day and a good number of passengers still
joined us out on deck making the most of the opportunity to get some fresh air in the sunshine. We headed inside a
little earlier than usual as tonight was the Captain’s Farewell Party. For one last time on their ten-week voyage,
everyone donned their best formal wear and congregated in the Neptune Lounge for a wonderful speech from Captain
Henrik Mattsson to celebrate what had certainly been a very enjoyable and memorable cruise.

Day 14: 15th March – At sea
We were expecting today to be quiet in terms of sightings, as from sunrise to sunset we would be journeying through
the English Channel. The day did not get off to an ideal start. Very dark skies lashed with wind, rain and plenty of white
water meant we had to retreat to the shelter of the Observatory Lounge on Deck 11 until conditions improved.
Thankfully we did not have to wait long, and we were back out on deck just after 8am. We did not manage to spot any
cetaceans this morning, although there was plenty of bird life to keep us entertained. A variety of gull species tailed
the ship, whilst several species of passerine bird flitted past, presumably making their way north for the summer
months.

It was also time for Lauren to give the final talk of the ORCA series and one which many had been looking forward to,
the ‘Wildlife Roundup!’. It was lovely to see so many familiar faces come along to relive the moments we had been
able to share with them over the last two weeks. After lunch we headed up to Deck 11 for one last time, greeted by
perfect watching conditions, a complete contrast to the sight we encountered earlier in the morning. The bird species
kept on coming, including various gull species such as kittiwakes and herring gulls, in addition to fulmars and the
striking northern gannet. We could not have asked for a more perfect way to finish of our watch, with two separate
groups of common dolphins being spotted by ourselves and fellow watchers on Deck 11 as well as from other locations
around the ship. As the evening drew in, we put our equipment away for the final time and headed inside. Our evening
was filled with goodbyes and the sharing of memories, being made complete by an action-packed musical performance
from the Balmoral Show Company.
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A Manx shearwater flying past us in the English Channel.

Common dolphins on their approach to the MS Balmoral. The tell-tale yellow and grey hourglass patterning can faintly be seen underneath the
water’s surface.
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Day 15: 16th March – Arrived Southampton, United Kingdom
The Balmoral docked in Southampton earlier than planned at around 2.30am, though we all remained asleep in our
cabins until early morning! After taking a short time to grab a quick spot of breakfast, we said our final goodbyes to
those passengers we managed to catch in the hustle and bustle of disembarkation. Although it is always strange
finishing the end of a cruise, we felt very lucky to have shared these two weeks with the many passengers who had
called this wonderful ship their home for the last 70 days. After gathering our belongings, we stepped onto the
gangway for one last time, with fond memories of what we had been able to experience and share with everyone
during our time on board. We hope you all enjoyed your holiday as much as we enjoyed being a part of it with you,
and look forward to hopefully seeing you on board again soon!
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Species recorded
Cetaceans
Humpback whale

Nine sightings

Fin whale

Three sightings

Sperm whale

One sighting – blow only, too distant to identify with certainty

Beaked whale (species unidentified)

One sighting – group of four animals

Baleen whale (species unidentified)

One sighting

Whale (species unidentified)

Eight sightings

Common dolphin

Nine sightings

Dolphin (species unidentified)

Four sightings

Large cetacean (unidentified)

One sighting
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Birds
Pelicans

Great skua

Brown pelican

Long-tailed skua
Pomarine skua

Tropic birds
Tropic bird species

Egrets and herons
Cattle egret (St. Kitts)

Frigate birds, boobies and gannets

Great egret (Antigua)

Magnificent frigate bird

Grey heron (Antigua)

Brown booby

Snowy egret (Antigua)

Masked booby

Tricoloured heron (Antigua)

Northern gannet
Small wading birds
Shearwaters and petrels

Grey phalarope

Audubons’s shearwater

Ruddy turnstone (St. Kitts)

Cape Verde shearwater
Cory’s shearwater

Falcons

Manx shearwater

American kestrel (St. Kitts)

Bulwer’s petrel
Trindade petrel

Doves and Pigeons

Band-rumped storm petrel

Common ground dove (Antigua)
Eurasian collared dove (St. Kitts)

Gulls and terns

Feral pigeon (Antigua)

Azorean yellow-legged gull

Scaly caped pigeon (St. Kitts)

Black headed gull

Zenaida dove (Antigua)

Great black-backed gull
Herring gull

Hummingbirds

Kittywake

Antilllean crested hummingbird (Barbados)

Lesser black-backed gull

Green-throated carib (Barbados)

Common tern
Royal tern

Skua
Passerine birds
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Grey kingbird (Antigua)
Caribbean martin (Antigua)
Bananaquit (Barbados)
Carib grackle (Barbados, Antigua)
Black-faced grassquit (St. Kitts)
Lesser Antillean bullfinch (Antigua)
House sparrow (Antigua)

Other wildlife
Turtles

Two sightings

Flying fish (various species)

Too many to count!
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