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ORCA OceanWatch 2015 Report
Introduction to ORCA
ORCA is a UK based whale and dolphin conservation charity dedicated to the long term protection of
whales, dolphins and porpoises (collectively known as cetaceans) and their habitats in UK, European
and adjoining waters. We and our volunteers help protect these inspirational animals in a number of
ways by educating the general public through our Your Seas People & Port programmes onshore and
our Wildlife Officer programmes offshore. We deliver our Marine Mammal Surveyor Training Course
to people across the country – once trained our volunteer surveyors work on ferry, freight and cruise
ship routes monitoring vulnerable whale and dolphin populations. We freely share our extensive
data with governments and other research institutions.
Our work is all about creating safer places for whales and dolphins, ultimately promoting the health
of the wider marine ecosystem.

Introduction to ORCA OceanWatch
ORCA OceanWatch is an exciting new initiative aimed at involving seafarers in the collection of vital
research data on whales, dolphins and porpoises that they encounter whilst out at sea, and further
increasing the awareness of the amazing wildlife that can be seen in UK and European waters.
The aim of ORCA OceanWatch is to expand the sea regions covered and to complement the Sea
Watch Foundation’s land based initiative; National Whale and Dolphin Watch by asking bridge crews
to collect data on the populations and distributions of these animals whilst sailing offshore during a
concentrated period of time. This will provide us with a comprehensive ‘snapshot’ of cetaceans in
UK and European waters.
ORCA developed a training package designed specifically for bridge crews to enable them to identify
a wide range of European cetaceans and also how to collect scientific data on these fascinating
animals. All ships trained were provided with ORCA OceanWatch training packs, which supplied
materials for cetacean identification as well as recording and reporting data. In total we delivered:


13 on board and two classroom based training courses involving 105 members of bridge
crew from 21 vessels.



40 volunteer ORCA Marine Mammal Surveyors conducted surveys on a further 10 vessels.

ORCA OceanWatch in its inaugural year and thanks to the overwhelming support from our seagoing
partners during the nine-day period (25th July to 2nd August 2015), ORCA OceanWatch partners
collectively recorded a staggering:


271 sightings of cetaceans totalling 1,939 individual animals, including 16 different species
of cetacean over seven different sea regions.
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13 ferry, cruise, Naval and freight shipping companies, consisting of 31 vessels, took part in
ORCA OceanWatch 2015: Britice Chrono, Brittany Ferries, Caledonian MacBrayne, Carnival
UK (P&O Cruises and Cunard), DFDS Seaways, Isle of Man Steam Packet, Isles of Scilly Travel,
MMD, NorthLink, P&O Ferries, Royal Navy, Saga, WightLink.

Photograph 1: ORCA training up crew on the NorthLink MV Hrossey

Photograph 2: ORCA training crew on the P&O Cruises MV Aurora
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ORCA OceanWatch Launch Event
The launch of ORCA OceanWatch was held at Portsmouth International Port on the 20th July 2015.
ORCA OceanWatch partners, ORCA Patron and wildlife television presenter Nigel Marven, the Lord
Mayor Councillor Frank Jonas and pupils from Cottage Grove Primary School attended. Portsmouth
International Port was full of excitement, as life sized models of whales and dolphins were exhibited
and a series of fun and educational talks were delivered, as well as ORCA OceanWatch being
formally launched.

Photograph 3: (L-R) Emma Wilson (Carnival UK), Peter Hunter (Carnival UK), Christopher Jones
(Brittany Ferries), Lord Mayor Councillor Frank Jonas, ORCA Patron Nigel Marven and Rod Jones
(Royal Navy) at the ORCA OceanWatch 2015 launch event

Photograph 4: Life sized juvenile blue whale in Portsmouth International Port with Cottage Grove
Primary School, Port Manager Martin Putman, Nigel Marven and Anna Bunney (ORCA)
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ORCA OceanWatch 2015
Facts & Figures
25th July – 2nd August 2015

1,939 individual

16 species of cetaceans

animals spotted

identified and recorded

747 individual

271 sightings of

common dolphins
sighted in the nineday event

cetaceans

545 pilot whales
sighted in one day

105 crew members
trained on 21 vessels
Observers on

Over

432 hours of

effort watching

31 ships looking out for whales and

dolphins
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Partners & Route Maps
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A huge thank you to all of our partners for taking part in the inaugural ORCA OceanWatch
2015:
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Route Maps

Map 1: Routes of the 31 vessels collecting data during ORCA OceanWatch 2015 in UK and European waters
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Map 2: Routes of vessels collecting data during ORCA OceanWatch 2015 in the seas off the west coast of Scotland
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Map 3: Routes of vessels collecting data for ORCA OceanWatch 2015 off the south coast of England
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Results
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Effort Data
Effort is defined as the distance travelled within a specific area during which continuous cetacean
observations were carried out. Effort data was collected every half an hour during ORCA
OceanWatch when watching out for cetaceans and thanks to the effort of 105 crew members and 40
volunteer ORCA surveyors sailing throughout seven sea regions, 432.29 hours of effort data were
collected during the course of the nine-day ORCA OceanWatch event.
The seven sea regions monitored were:








Arctic Waters
Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast
Celtic Seas
English Channel
Mediterranean Sea
North Sea
Wider Atlantic Ocean

Maps 1, 2 and 3 detail the routes of the 31 vessels that collected data for ORCA OceanWatch 2015.
There is an even distribution of ferry routes around the UK, with cruise and freight ships heading
further afield into Arctic Waters, the Mediterranean Sea and the Wider Atlantic Ocean.

Hours of effort and sea region during ORCA OceanWatch 2015

Arctic Waters

Bay of Biscay

Celtic Seas

North Sea

Mediterranean Sea

Wider Atlantic Ocean

English Channel

Figure 1: Hours of effort watching and sea region during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
As can be seen in Figure 1, the longest amount of time watching for cetaceans (effort) was the Celtic
Seas (142.85 hours), followed by the North Sea (123.35 hours).
Effort recorded in the Bay of Biscay was 60 hours, followed by Arctic Waters with 35.7 hours. 29
hours of effort were recorded in the Mediterranean Sea and 20.65 in the English Channel. The
lowest effort was recorded in the Wider Atlantic Ocean (11.5 hours).
There was even effort coverage during the nine-day period throughout the majority of the sea
regions covered. Effort was recorded in the North Sea and Celtic Seas every day. Effort was taken in
the Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast every day except one, where the weather conditions were
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adverse.
In the Mediterranean Sea, English Channel and Arctic Waters, effort data was collected on four days.
As corresponds with the amount of effort, in the Wider Atlantic Ocean (11.5 hours), data was
collected for three days during the nine-day event.

Sightings Data
A sighting is defined as observing the presence of an individual or group of cetaceans in the exact
same area and time. Cetaceans can be recorded as identified (to the species level) or unidentified,
when a positive species identification is not possible.
271 sightings of cetaceans totalling 1,939 individual animals were reported during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015, comprising 16 different species of whales, dolphins and porpoises.

Sea Regions
Cetacean Species
Harbour porpoise
Striped dolphin
Common dolphin
Bottlenose dolphin
White-beaked
dolphin
Atlantic white-sided
dolphin
Risso’s dolphin
Pilot whale
Cuvier’s beaked
whale
Northern bottlenose
whale
Sperm whale
Minke whale
Humpback whale
Sei whale
Fin whale
Blue whale
Unidentified whale
Unidentified dolphin
Unidentified beaked
whale

Arctic
Waters

Bay of
Biscay
and
Iberian
Coast











English
Channel










Mediterranean
Sea









Celtic
Seas



North
Sea



Wider
Atlantic
Ocean























































Table 1: Species sighted and sea region during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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23 species of cetacean can be seen in European waters and 87 species of cetacean worldwide.
Therefore, 69.5% of European and 18.4% of the worldwide diversity of cetacean species were
sighted during ORCA OceanWatch 2015. Please refer to the ‘Species Fact File’ in Appendix II (page
35) for more in-depth information about these species.

Species
Harbour porpoise
Striped dolphin
Common dolphin
Bottlenose dolphin
White-beaked dolphin
Atlantic white-sided
dolphin
Risso's dolphin
Pilot whale
Cuvier's beaked whale
Northern bottlenose
whale
Sperm whale
Minke whale
Humpback whale
Sei whale
Fin whale
Blue whale
Unidentified whale
Unidentified dolphin
Unidentified beaked
whale

Number
of
Sightings
40
10
51
8
6

Number of
Individuals

Average
Group Size

71
59
747
93
39

1.78
5.90
14.65
11.63
6.50

2

7

3.50

2
29
3

13
621
6

6.50
21.41
2.00

6

12

2.00

4
14
2
2
15
1
37
33

15
18
2
4
19
4
66
137

3.75
1.29
1.00
2.00
1.27
4.00
1.78
4.15

6

14

2.33

Table 2: Quantative description of cetacean species recorded during ORCA OceanWatch 2015

The common dolphin was the most frequently recorded cetacean, with 50 sightings (totalling 747
individuals), followed by the harbour porpoise, which was reported 40 times (71 individuals). The
species with the most individual animals sighted was the common dolphin. This was followed by the
pilot whale, with 621 individual pilot whales spotted over 29 sightings.
As the name suggests, common dolphins (Photograph 5) are the most abundant dolphin species in
the world. In European waters they usually travel in large groups. As table 2 states, the average
group size seen during ORCA OceanWatch was 14.65. The largest group sighted were in Gibraltar
Bay, with 154 sighted in one pod.
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Photograph 5: Common dolphins in Gibraltar Bay. Photo credit Theo Vickers
The pilot whale (Photograph 6) was the species which exhibited the largest group size, with an
average pod size of 21.41 individuals. These large group sizes are expected: they are highly social
animals, and both males and females remain in their mother’s pod for life. The family pilot whale
groups are therefore large, usually ranging from 10 – 30 individuals, and are led by one matriarchal
female.
One of the highlights from ORCA OceanWatch 2015 was 545 long-finned pilot whales spotted in
Arctic Waters in one day on the 25th July 2015 from the Pearl II Saga cruise ship.

Photograph 6: Long-finned pilot whales in Arctic Waters
All of the ‘great whales’, for example fin whale, Minke whale and humpback whale, are usually
solitary animals, which is exhibited in table 2. Incredibly, four blue whales were sighted by passenger
Theo Vickers on-board the Cunard Queen Elizabeth whilst sailing through the Bay of Biscay. These
blue whales will be passing through the Bay of Biscay whilst on their migration from tropical waters
for breeding and calving, to polar waters to feed. Blue whales are the largest animals
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that have ever lived on our planet, reaching a staggering length of 33m and weighing 200 tonnes.
The blue whale (Photograph 7) was only recorded once during ORCA OceanWatch, where four
individuals were sighted, which accounts for the unusually high group size of four. It is possible that
these four blue whales had found a particularly rich area for feeding in the Bay of Biscay, and this is
why they were all sighted together.

Photograph 7: Blue whale in Bay of Biscay, sighted from the Cunard Queen Elizabeth. Photo credit
Theo Vickers

Photograph 8: Common dolphins sighted from the Cunard Queen Elizabeth. Photo credit Theo
Vickers
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Dolphin and porpoise sightings during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
Harbour porpoise
Striped dolphin

Species Name

Common dolphin
Bottlenose dolphin
White-beaked dolphin
Atlantic white-sided dolphin
Risso's dolphin
Pilot whale
Unidentified dolphin
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Figure 2: Number of dolphins and porpoises recorded during ORCA OceanWatch 2015

Whale (beaked and rorqual) sightings during ORCA OceanWatch
2015
Minke whale
Humpback whale

Species Name

Sei whale
Fin whale
Blue whale
Unidentified rorqual whale
Sperm whale
Cuvier's beaked whale
Northern bottlenose whale
Unidentified beaked whale
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Figure 3: Number of whales (beaked and rorqual) recorded during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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Number of sightings and species per sea region during
ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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Figure 4: Number of species and number of sightings in relation to sea region during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015. Please note that the number of species sighted only includes positively
identified species and does not include unidentified cetaceans.

The Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast reported the highest number of sightings and species recorded,
with 104 sightings and ten species spotted (Figure 4). Arctic Waters (65 sightings) and the Celtic Seas
(61 sightings) also had high number of sightings reported, and these two sea regions recorded nine
species. The North Sea also recorded high sightings numbers (31 sightings) of six different species.
Nine sightings of three different species were recorded in the English Channel. The vessels sailing in
the Mediterranean Sea recorded 13 sightings comprising of four different species. The Wider
Atlantic Ocean recorded two sightings of one species.
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Sightings Maps
ORCA use ‘Arc GIS’ as a platform to accurately plot cetacean sightings on ocean basemaps. These
basemaps include bathymetry, surface and subsurface feature names and derived depths, which
helps us to understand more about how these factors might determine cetacean distribution.
The below maps show the sightings from seven different sea regions during ORCA OceanWatch
2015. The heterogeneous distribution of sightings in sea regions reflects a combination of factors:
vessel route, observer coverage, effort time, species distribution and sightability (how easily the
cetaceans can be detected).
Arctic Waters – Dolphins and Porpoises:

Map 4: Porpoise and dolphin sightings in Arctic Waters during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
A large amount of pilot whales were sighted in Arctic Waters during ORCA OceanWatch 2015. In
total, 611 pilot whales were recorded, of which 545 were sighted on one day from the Sage Pearl II
vessel. The harbour porpoise was also sighted during ORCA OceanWatch in Arctic Waters, mainly in
coastal waters.
Two pods of bottlenose dolphins, comprising 20 individuals each were sighted in southern Iceland.
The bottlenose dolphin is one of the less common species sighted in Arctic Waters, and these
sightings reference the most northerly part of their almost worldwide range.
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Arctic Waters – Whales:
Map 5: Whale sightings
in Arctic Waters during
ORCA OceanWatch 2015

A total of nine different cetacean species (one porpoise species, three dolphin species and five whale species) were recorded in Arctic Waters. The Minke
whale is a coastal species and therefore was only sighted in the shallow waters, close to the Icelandic coastline. Whereas the larger whales (for example the
sperm whale) and the beaked whales, were sighted only in deeper water. This is possibly due to their feeding habits. The beaked whales and sperm whale
are deep diving animals, feeding in underwater canyons, mainly on squid. The sperm whale can hold its breath for over 120 minutes and can dive to depths
of 2,000m to hunt its favourite food: the giant squid.

21

Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast:

Map 6: Sightings in the Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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Map 7: Sightings in the Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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The Bay of Biscay is renowned for its high cetacean species diversity, and it is well known to be one
of the best places in the world for whale watching. During ORCA OceanWatch 2015, ten cetacean
species were recorded in the Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast, as well as a wealth of other marine
wildlife, such as sunfish, sharks and yellow-finned tuna. The ‘highlight’ of this sea region was the
sighting of four blue whales in the Bay of Biscay. Along the Iberian Coastline, high numbers of
common dolphins were sighted, as well as striped dolphins. As can be seen in Map 5, the dolphin
species seem to prefer habitats that are shallow or on the continental shelf edge, where there is a
huge upwelling of nutrients (González-Gil et al., 2010). The whale species, however, are more
apparent in the deeper waters of this sea region.
Celtic Seas:

Map 8: Sightings in the Western coast of Scotland (Celtic Seas) during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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Map 9: Sightings in the Celtic Seas during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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An impressive 61 sightings comprising nine species of cetacean were recorded during ORCA
OceanWatch in the Celtic Seas (one porpoise species, six dolphin species and two whale species)
(Maps 7 and 8). The ‘highlight’ of this sea region was a humpback whale breaching, spotted by
passengers on the Saga Pearl II cruise ship in the Outer Hebrides.
English Channel:

Map 10: Sightings during ORCA OceanWatch 2015 in the English Channel

Three species of cetacean were positively identified in the English Channel during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015, as well as unidentified dolphins and a common seal.
Depths of the English Channel are reported to range in depth from 45m - 120m. Therefore, only
coastal species are likely to be sighted here. A good example of a coastal species is the harbour
porpoise, which is the UK’s smallest but most common cetacean. The only porpoise to be found in
European waters, this cetacean likes to feed in shallow waters, feeding on prey such as sprat and
sand eel.

26

Mediterranean Sea:

Map 11: Sightings during ORCA OceanWatch 2015 in the Mediterranean Sea
Four species of dolphin were recorded in the Mediterranean Sea during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
(common dolphin, striped dolphin, pilot whale and Risso’s dolphin). These four species are resident
in the Mediterranean Sea, which means they inhabit these waters all year around (Notarbartolo di
Sciara, 2002).

Photograph 9: Acrobatic common dolphins sighted in the Mediterranean from the Cunard Queen
Elizabeth. Photo credit Theo Vickers
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North Sea:

Map 12: Sightings during ORCA OceanWatch 2015 in the North Sea
The sightings ‘highlight’ in the North Sea was the fin whale sighted from the DFDS Princess Seaways,
near Whitby, on the 28th July 2015 by the ORCA Survey Team. The other six species recorded were
usual for this region, with bottlenose dolphins, white-beaked dolphins, harbour porpoise, pilot
whales and Minke whales sighted. The striped dolphin sighting is fairly unusual for the North Sea, as
this species is usually confined to warm, temperate, deep waters beyond the continental shelf
(Walker & Cresswell, 2011).
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Wider Atlantic Ocean:

Map 13: Sightings during ORCA OceanWatch 2015 in the Wider Atlantic Ocean
One species of cetacean was recorded in the Wider Atlantic Ocean; the striped dolphin. The striped
dolphin is one of the most widespread and abundant dolphin species in the world (Walker &
Cresswell, 2011). In the North Atlantic, striped dolphins are typically found in oceanic habitats
where the water depth exceeds 1,000m (Reid, Evans & Northridge, 2003), as is clear from map 13.
Striped dolphins are also often linked to areas of upwelling nutrients and convergence zones
(Leatherwood, 1976). On map 13, one sighting of striped dolphins was right on the continental shelf
edge, where the water depth changes from 200m to over 4,000m deep. On the shelf break, there is
significant mixing and upwelling of nutrients as the North Atlantic Current moving to the East, forces
currents (and therefore nutrients) to rise from the ocean floor and up the continental shelf, leading
to an abundance of prey (González-Gil et al., 2010).
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ORCA OceanWatch Future
ORCA OceanWatch 2015 was a huge success in engaging seafaring businesses in identifying and
recording their cetacean sightings and also increasing the knowledge about the amazing marine
wildlife that can be sighted on our doorstep.
As this is the first year ORCA OceanWatch has run, it is hard to make definite conclusions about the
population numbers and distribution of cetaceans in UK, European and adjoining waters. However,
by running this important study in subsequent years, this will provide ORCA with the data needed to
make comparisons between years and also to draw conclusions from both the sightings and effort
data. Therefore, a comprehensive picture of the populations and distribution of whales, dolphins
and porpoises can be made. It is hoped that in subsequent years, more vessels will collect data for
ORCA OceanWatch, as well as the partners who have made ORCA OceanWatch 2015 such a success,
allowing us to create an even bigger snapshot of the cetaceans that can be seen in our waters, and
to increase the sea regions covered.

Photograph 10: Bottlenose dolphin sighted in the Bay of Biscay on board the Cunard Queen
Elizabeth during ORCA OceanWatch 2015. Photo credit Theo Vickers
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Appendix I
Brittany Ferries
389 animals were sighted and recorded from Brittany Ferries vessels during ORCA OceanWatch
2015.

Map 14: Sightings recorded from Brittany Ferries vessels (Cap Finistère and Mont St Michel)
during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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Map 15: Sightings recorded from the Brittany Ferries Mont St Michel vessel during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015 in the English Channel

Map 16: Sightings recorded from the Brittany Ferries Cap Finistère vessel during ORCA OceanWatch
2015 in the Bay of Biscay
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Brittany Ferries
Species
Common dolphin
Common seal
Cuvier's beaked whale
Fin whale
Harbour porpoise
Minke whale
Pilot whale
Sei whale
Shark species
Sunfish
Tuna fish
Unidentified beaked whale
Unidentified dolphin
Unidentified whale
Total:

Number
255
2
6
5
5
1
6
2
1
2
22
2
55
25
389
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Caledonian MacBrayne
50 animals were sighted and recorded by the Caledonian MacBrayne crews during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015.

Map 17: Sightings recorded by the Caledonian MacBrayne crew (on the MV Clansman, MV Loch
Nevis and MV Lord of the Isles) during ORCA OceanWatch 2015

Species
Minke whale
Harbour porpoise
Common dolphin
Atlantic white-sided dolphin
Unidentified dolphin
Unidentified whale
Basking shark
Total:

Number
7
16
16
2
4
4
1
50

36

Carnival UK
702 animals were sighted and recorded by the P&O Cruises and Cunard crews, and one passenger on
the Cunard Queen Elizabeth during ORCA OceanWatch 2015.

Map 18: Sightings recorded by the Cunard Queen Elizabeth crew and passenger during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015
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Map 19: Sightings recorded by the P&O Cruises crew (on the MV Adonia and MV Aurora vessels)
during ORCA OceanWatch 2015

Carnival UK
Species
Atlantic white-sided dolphin
Blue whale
Bottlenose dolphin
Common dolphin
Fin whale
Minke whale
Pilot whales
Risso's dolphin
Sei whale
Striped dolphin
Unidentified dolphin
Unidentified whale
White-beaked dolphin
Total:

Number
5
4
40
396
7
3
69
13
2
49
53
30
31
702
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DFDS Seaways
44 animals were sighted and recorded from DFDS Seaways vessels during ORCA OceanWatch 2015.

Map 20: Sightings recorded from DFDS Seaways vessels (King Seaways and Princess Seaways) during
ORCA OceanWatch 2015

DFDS Seaways
Species
Bottlenose dolphin
Fin whale
Harbour porpoise
Unidentified dolphin
Minke whale
White-beaked dolphin
Total:

Number
6
1
28
6
1
2
44

39

Isle of Man Steam Packet
2 animals were sighted and recorded from the Isle of Man Steam Packet’s Ben-My-Chree vessel
during ORCA OceanWatch 2015.

Map 21: Sightings recorded from the Isle of Man Steam Packet’s Ben-My-Chree during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015

Isle of Man Steam Packet
Species
Minke whale
Grey seal
Total:

Number
1
1
2
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Isles of Scilly Travel
5 animals were sighted and recorded from the Isles of Scilly Travel vessel during ORCA OceanWatch
2015.

Map 22: Sightings recorded from the Isles of Scilly Travel’s Scillonian III during ORCA OceanWatch
2015

Isles of Scilly Travel
Species
Harbour porpoise
Total:

Number
5
5
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MMD
8 animals were sighted and recorded by MMD crews during ORCA OceanWatch 2015.

Map 23: Sightings recorded from MMD vessels (Timor Stream and Star Stratos) during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015

MMD
Species
Fin whale
Striped dolphin
Total:

Number
2
6
8
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NorthLink
8 animals were sighted and recorded by the NorthLink crews during ORCA OceanWatch 2015.

Map 24: Sightings recorded from NorthLink vessels (MV Hrossey and MV Hjaltland) during ORCA
OceanWatch 2015

NorthLink
Species
Harbour porpoise
Striped dolphin
Pilot whale
Unidentified dolphin
Total:

Number
5
1
1
1
8
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P&O Ferries
26 animals were sighted and recorded by P&O Ferries crews during ORCA OceanWatch 2015.

Map 25: Sightings recorded from P&O Ferries vessels (European Causeway, European Endeavour and
European Highlander) during ORCA OceanWatch 2015

P&O Ferries
Species
Harbour porpoise
Common dolphin
Bottlenose dolphin
Striped dolphin
Minke whale
Unidentified dolphin
Unidentified whale
Total:

Number
3
9
5
3
1
4
1
26
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Royal Navy
4 animals were sighted and recorded by the Royal Navy crews during ORCA OceanWatch 2015.

Map 26: Sightings recorded from Royal Navy vessels during ORCA OceanWatch 2015

Royal Navy
Species
Bottlenose dolphin
Common dolphin
Total:

Number
2
2
4
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Saga
735 animals were sighted and recorded from the Saga Pearl II vessel during ORCA OceanWatch 2015.

Map 27: Sightings recorded from the Saga Pearl II vessel during ORCA OceanWatch 2015
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Map 28: Sightings recorded from the Saga Pearl II vessel during ORCA OceanWatch 2015 in Arctic
Waters

Map 28: Sightings recorded from the Saga Pearl II vessel during ORCA OceanWatch 2015 in Arctic
Waters and the Celtic Seas
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Saga
Species
Harbour Porpoise
Common dolphin
White-beaked dolphin
Bottlenose dolphin
Pilot whale
Minke whale
Fin whale
Sperm whale
Humpback whale
Northern bottlenose whale
Unidentified dolphin
Unidentified whale
Unidentified beaked whale
Grey seal
Common seal
Total:

Number
9
63
5
40
545
4
4
15
2
12
14
6
12
3
1
735
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Appendix II
Species Fact File
There are about 87 species of whales, dolphins and porpoises all around the world. An
outstanding 23 species can be spotted in European Waters. During ORCA OceanWatch
2015, the following 16 species were recorded.
Harbour porpoise:
◦

Size: 1.5 – 1.7m.

◦

The harbour porpoise is the smallest
cetacean in European waters and is the only
porpoise to be found in European waters.

◦

Coastal, shallow water species.

◦

They can be seen on their own or in small
pods. It is only possible to spot these animals
in calm seas because of their small size
(noticeably smaller than the dolphins) and their shy behaviour.

© ORCA

◦

They roll out of the surface only a couple of times, creating very little or no splash, and
therefore can easily be missed.

◦

It has a dark grey colouration and the dorsal fin is recognisable, in the centre of the
animal with a short, triangular shape.

Common dolphin:
◦

Size: 1.7 – 2.5m.

◦

As the name suggests, they are the
most common dolphin in the world.

◦

They are very energetic and travel
fast. They can be in large pods (500+
individuals), but also single animals
have been spotted. They are often
attracted to ships, giving passengers an exhilarating display of acrobatics.

©Lisle Gwynn

◦

Striking yellow and grey panels on their side which creates a distinctive hourglass shape.

◦

They often form mixed pods with striped dolphins and sometimes bottlenose dolphins.
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Striped dolphin:
◦

Size: 1.8 – 2.5m.

◦

These are similar in size, shape and
behaviour to common dolphins.

◦

Their name is due to the characteristic
striped pattern on their sides. A
distinctive dark side stripe runs from their
eye to below their tail, another from their
eye to their pectoral find and a wide pale
stripe from their eye to their dorsal fin.

◦

©Stephen Marsh

A very energetic and acrobatic species, often breaching, back flipping and porpoising, so
are usually easily spotted, even at a distance due to their splashes.

Bottlenose dolphin:
◦

Size: 1.9 – 4m.

◦

Large, robust dolphin reaching up to 4m in
length.

◦

Bottlenose dolphins have a worldwide
distribution, but the individuals seen in UK
waters are the largest in the world. This is
due to their thick layer of blubber (fat),
which keeps them warm in the cold water.
They are significantly larger so they have a
lower surface area to volume ratio, which again, helps keep them warm.

©Ross Wheeler

Atlantic white-sided dolphin:
◦

Size: 1.9 – 4m.

◦

Atlantic white-sided dolphins have
distinct colour pattern – a dark
back and dorsal fin, grey sides and
a white underbelly. They also
have a thin white stripe along
their side which goes into a
yellow-tan colour on the particularly thick tail stock.

◦

©Lisle Gwynn

Very energetic and fast swimmers, often seen breaching and tail slapping.
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◦

Often seen in large groups of up to 50 individuals and will also associate with other
cetacean species.

◦

Quite uncommon to see and tend not to come close to land.

Risso’s dolphin
◦

Size: 2.6 – 3.8m.

◦

A key feature of the Risso’s dolphin is
their body scarring. Young Risso’s
dolphins are dark grey, and with age,
light white scars build up until most
older Risso’s dolphins appear almost
white. This scarring is caused from
teeth scrapes from other Risso’s
dolphins and injuries from parasites and squid. They have a rounded head
with no beak.

◦

©Elfyn Pugh

They feed mainly during the night so their daytime behaviour usually consists of logging
at the surface and travelling slowly.

White-beaked dolphin
◦

Size: 2- 3.5m.

◦

Large, stocky dolphins with lighter white
patches behind the dorsal fin and along the
flanks. They have a large, tall, dark dorsal
fin. Despite the name, not all white beaked
dolphins have a white beak!

◦

Fast and powerful swimmers, usually
travelling in groups of up to 50 individuals.

◦

© ORCA

Very common species in colder waters such as the North Sea and Arctic Waters.
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Long-finned pilot whale:
◦

Size: Up to 6.5m.

◦

Despite the name, the
pilot whales are
actually a species of
dolphin.

◦

Distinctive
©Lisle Gwynn
identification features
include a rounded,
bulbous head and a broad based dorsal fin (which looks like it has been squashed!).

◦

Pilot whales travel in family groups of 2 - 50 individuals. They feed during the night
(mainly on deep sea squid) so their day time behaviour is usually travelling slowly and
logging at the surface.

Minke whale:
◦

Size: Up to 9.8m.

◦

Minke whales are the smallest of the
Rorqual whales. Rorqual is the folds of skin
under the lower jaw, which allows the
mouth to expand when taking in large
amounts of water to sieve through the
baleen for food.

◦

Dark grey in colouration, and like all whales,
their dorsal fin is two-thirds of the way along their back. They have white stripes on
their pectoral fins (the fins on the side of their body) to confuse fish as a feeding
strategy.

◦

They usually only roll on the surface a couple of times before diving. They are also
sometimes seen breaching at a distance, usually when the sea is on the rough side!

◦

They are usually seen alone or in pairs.

©Mike Tetley
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Sei whale:
◦

Size: Up to 21m.

◦

This whale is only occasionally
recorded; however, this may be
due to misidentification, as the
more commonly seen fin whale is
very similar in appearance and
blow shape/size.

◦

They are smaller than fin whales
and tend to have a more erect dorsal fin.

◦

They tend to rise and sink out of the water, rather than roll, like the fin whale, but there
can be exceptions to both species!
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Fin whale:
◦

Size: Up to 26m.

◦

This is an enormous species that is usually
restricted to pelagic waters. Fin whales are
the second largest whale.

◦

Their huge blow (up to 8m high!) is often
the cue that alerts you to their presence
and (if they are close enough) this is often
followed by their back surfacing, followed
by their small dorsal fin and the beginning
of their tail stock before they dive. They appear to move quite slowly.

© ORCA

Blue whale:
◦

Size: Up to 33m.

◦

The blue whale is the
largest animal that has
ever lived on earth.
Their heart is the same
size as a VW Beetle
car, their tongue is the
same size and weight as an African elephant and when fully grown they weigh
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approximately 180 tonnes.
◦

This solitary species is seen in pelagic waters.

◦

They have an enormous blow (up to 10m tall!)

◦

Mottled blue grey in colour. When surfacing their dorsal fin looks small in comparison to
its body size, however it can be up to 1m in height!

Humpback whale:
◦

Size: Up to 15m.

◦

Humpback whales are covered in little
fleshy lumps called tubercles. They vary
in colour from dark grey to black, but
have a lighter underbelly. They have
long pectoral fins which are mostly
white and can be 5m (about 1/3 of their
body length) in length. They have a
bushy blow.
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◦

Very active and acrobatic, often seen breaching, tail slapping and fin slapping.

◦

Humpback whales feed in polar and temperate waters in the summer and then migrate
to the tropics in the winter to breed.

Cuvier’s beaked whale:
◦

Size: Up to 7m.

◦

Cuvier’s beaked whales hold the record
for the deepest diving marine
mammal. They can hold their breath
up to 138 minutes and dive to 2,992
metres.

◦

This species is restricted to pelagic
waters, but is mostly seen close to the
edge of the continental shelf or over underwater canyons.

◦

The shape and colouration of their head is very distinctive (white and squashed). Their
body colouration varies from dark greys to reddish browns.
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Sperm whale:
◦

Size: Up to 20m.

◦

Largest of the toothed whales and the
largest toothed predator on the planet.
They have the largest brain of any
animal, and when they are echolocating,
they make the loudest noises in the
animal kingdom.

◦

Sperm whales can hold their breath for
two hours and dive to depths of 2,000m.

◦

They are usually seen “logging” or resting on the surface. This is followed by a deep dive,
where you see their triangular tail fluke appear.

◦

The name sperm whale comes from the spermaceti organ which is located in its head,
and is used for echolocation.

Northern bottlenose whale:
◦

Size: 7 – 9m (largest of the
beaked whales in the European
Atlantic).

◦

They are usually seen swimming
slowly on their own or in small
groups (up to 10 individuals).

◦

© Stephen Marsh

The Northern bottlenose whale is distributed throughout the north Atlantic, in the deep
offshore areas. It can be seen particularly around deep underwater canyons.
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