P&O Cruises Aurora: Spain, Portugal and
the Canary Islands
Wildlife Officers: Lauren Peach and Kate Weston
21st July - 2nd August 2018
Saturday 21st July - Southampton
After meeting at the Port and getting to know eachother, we boarded the magnificent Aurora, and familiarised
oursleves with the ship. The first job was to find out where would be the best obervation deck for our whale watching!
We enjoyed meeting passengers on our first evening, and telling them about the ORCA whale watching programme
on board, and then we got an early night to prepare for our exciting first deck watch tomorrow.
Sunday 22nd July – Bay of Biscay
We started our watch on the edge of the Bay of Biscay in shallow, coastal waters (~50 – 200m deep) before hitting the
continental shelf edge, where the water depth drops from 200m to over 4,000m deep. After arising for our first sunrise
deck watch, were greeted by 2 playful common dolphins breaching around the boat in the calm, glassy water – our
first sighting! We were ecstatic to spot some marine mammals before we’d even got to the well-known exciting waters
– the Bay of Biscay. It was a beautiful start to a day full of promise. After our first presentation, which introduced
passengers to some cetacean ID skills, we were accompanied with common and striped dolphins, until the first fin
whale made an appearance – the second largest animal on the planet! It turned into a classic day in Biscay, with
wildlife officers and passengers running from port to starboard and back again, chasing sightings of far off fin whales
and bow riding dolphins. Until far off in the distance, a large amount of splashing was spotted, and on closer inspection
it was a pod of dolphins - we therefore christened this day “the day of the super pod”. Initially thought to be a pod of
50 common dolphins, but upon closer inspection of our photographs we noticed a few sneaky striped dolphins in the
mix. Meaning not only did we have a super-pod, we had a mixed species pod of approximately 40 common dolphins
and 10 striped dolphins.

Super-pod of common and striped dolphins
Of course, being the Bay of Biscay, we couldn’t get distracted by the dolphins on the port side for too long before the
call “whale!!!” on the starboard side was given – it was our closest fin whale sighting of the day, just 500m away!
This gave passengers and wildlife officers an amazing chance to appreciate these 26m long majestic animals. We
spent the rest of the day looking for those 8m tall whale blows and dolphins, with a total of 87 animals seen, it’s safe
to say we were all pretty excited for what the rest of the cruise would bring!
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Two fin whales surfacing

Bay of Biscay: Fin whale blow (left) and fin whale back (right)
Monday 23rd July – La Coruna
Unfortunately, due to our delayed departure from La Coruna there was no watch on this day.
Tuesday 24th July – Day at sea
Our second day at sea, and out of the Bay of Biscay we set out for a quieter day than Sunday. However, with a whale
blow in the distance, and a sunfish close to the ship, we still kept our eyes peeled. Today, we also had our second
presentation of the cruise, which was well attended and outlined the fantastic habitats of the Bay of Biscay, Madeira
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and the Canary Islands and why they are great places to spot whales, dolphins and porpoises. Towards the end of
the day we spotted two curious striped dolphins making their way towards the ship – a lovely way to end the day!

Striped dolphins
Wednesday 25th July – Madeira
With its deep waters only ~5km offshore, Madeira was set out to be an exciting area to survey! And our sunrise
watch did not disappoint, with 2 unidentified dolphins breaching in the distance, followed by our first sightings of
pilot whales, with a pod of 4 near the breaching dolphins on the port side. The evening watch added an extra 3
unidentified dolphins to our tally as we made our way from Madeira and towards the Canary Islands.
And what do we do when we are off the ship? Whale watching of course! For those passengers who took part in
the RIB expedition, we got to really appreciate the wonders of the waters of Madeira, with pilot whales, bottlenose
dolphins and Atlantic spotted dolphins sighted against the majestic backdrop of the island. Here, we got to
appreciate the size of these gentle giants, the pilot whale, which can grow up to 7m long. We also got to see
responsible whale watching in action, and how inquisitive cetaceans are, with all three species coming close to our
RIB to investigate us, and even bow riding in some instances!

Pilot whales (photograph taken on the RIB excursion)
Thursday 26th July – Tenerife & Friday 27th July – Gran Canaria
Unfortunately, due to our early arrival times and late departures there was no watch on these two days.
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Saturday 28th July – Lanzarote
Again, there was no deck watch this morning due to our early arrival time into Lanzarote. However, after a day or
two off, we were keen to get back up to deck 13 and start watching! The day was quiet, but the dolphins however
did not let us down – as we patiently waited on deck 13 all day, it was within the last 30 minutes of deck watch that
23 dolphins made an appearance, racing towards the ship and breaching out of the water as they did so.
These dolphins however did give us Wildlife Officers a challenge in identifying them – the eye to naval stripe was
missing, so these were not striped dolphins. The animals were too small to be bottlenose dolphins, but did not have
the spots of Atlantic spotted dolphins…but after some research, and after reviewing many images of juvenile
animals, we decided that they had to be juvenile Atlantic spotted dolphins! Despite the name, Atlantic spotted
dolphins are born spot-less! They gain their white spots with age, so the lack of spots told us these tricky creatures
were in fact Atlantic spotted dolphins.

Atlantic spotted dolphins – the more spotted individual on the left is older than the dolphin on the right. Photograph
taken on RIB excursion in Madiera
Sunday 29th July – Day at sea
Our next day at sea started off slow in terms of cetacean sightings, but that doesn’t mean we weren’t on the
lookout! In-fact, in our search for cetaceans, we spotted 4 loggerhead turtles basking in the sun. Although turtles are
reptiles (not mammals), they still have lungs which require them to breathe air. They are mainly confined to tropical
and sub-tropical regions as they cannot regulate their body temperature. Loggerhead turtles are the most common
species of turtle in this area and are characterised by 5 scutes (or scales) on their shell. The turtles can be seen fairly
close to the ship, and look like small toys up from deck 13, but in reality, an adult logger head turtles can reach a size
of 121 cm.

Atlantic spotted dolphin (left) & Loggerhead Turtle (right)
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After spotting our turtles, we headed inside for our interactive presentation, where Wildlife Officers quizzed
passengers on their cetacean knowledge (and we were thoroughly impressed!). Then we headed back on deck
where we had a quiet evening until around 30 minutes before we were due to come off effort. When a pod of ~28
Atlantic spotted dolphins made their way to the ship, breaching, bow riding and playing in the waves made by the
ship. We even spotted at least 2 calves mimicking the movement and leaps of their mothers, all be it slightly less
gracefully!
Monday 30th July – Lisbon
We had a quiet, and somewhat misty morning as we approached our dock in Lisbon, and although sea conditions
were calm we didn’t spot any cetaceans. Conditions were similar are we departed Lisbon, and similar to the
morning, the watch was quiet. However, the dolphins did not let us down, and again in the last 30 minutes of our
watch they made an appearance – and although they were too far to identify, they certainly put on a display
breaching near the horizon as we headed back towards the UK.
Tuesday 31st July – Day at sea
This was the day that Wildlife Officers and passengers were excited for. The day started off calm, before turning into
the day that is now known as “Whale Soup”. With a whopping 165 animals seen from sunrise to sunset, it’s no
wonder that passengers and Wildlife Officers didn’t know where to look next!
We started off the day we many dolphin sightings, with many common dolphins coming closer to the ship than they
had in our previous stint in the Bay of Biscay. This time, passengers got to see them play in the waves, and the seas
were so calm we could even track them under the surface of the water. Their many breaches gave us a good look
that the characteristic ‘figure-of-eight’ pattern on their flanks and made for some fantastic photographs for both
Wildlife Officers and passengers! In with the common dolphins were at least 5 calves, one of which decided to turn
on its back and show its belly to us all! But once the first call of “whale!” was made, the fin whales were everywhere,
in fact you couldn’t look anywhere for more than a few minutes without seeing another blow! We had whales in the
distance, dolphins breaching and even 4 fin whales close to the ship during our dinner break!

Common dolphins approaching the Aurora, note the calf on the left
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Four fin whales

Mixed pod of striped and common dolphins. Can you identify which is which?
After our presentation on marine mammal survival, focusing on how cetaceans have adapted to the marine
environment, we spotted 3 unidentified beaked whales – an elusive, deep diving group of cetaceans, many of which
have been sighted in the Bay of Biscay. Beaked whales are notoriously difficult to identify due to their similar
physical appearances. Often you can only distinguish species by the 2 small tusk-like teeth that protrude from their
lower jaw, and to make it more difficult, these tusks are only present on the males! The teeth do not erupt from the
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gums in females. The 3 beaked whales surfaced numerous times, breaking the surface with their characteristic long
beaks before rolling their backs through the water. Mixed in with some 49 fin whales was one blow that looked
slightly different to the others. A fin whale’s blow is characteristically tall and straight (around 8m high), but this
blow was much shorter, and upon closer inspection was angled 45degrees to the left – a sperm whale! Our first
sperm whale of the cruise, and glimpses of its large body on the surface confirmed it. It just goes to show that you
can never become complacent in the Bay of Biscay – it can always throw a curveball to keep you one your toes!
We had another possible 3 sperm whales on the horizon, a sei whale and also got another chance to view pilot
whales (and this time at a more reasonable hour so more could enjoy them!). As the pod of 4 logged (or rested) on
the surface, we got a good glimpse of their glossy black bodies and their characteristic dorsal fin, which is shaped like
a smurf’s hat!

Unidentified beaked whales (note the second individual underwater on the top right of the picture)
It was a perfect day of spotting, with many passengers joining Wildlife Officers until last light, standing in their blacktie attire watching the whales blow in the orange glow of the sunset – a pretty picturesque way to end the day!

Fin whales at sunset
Wednesday 1st August – Day at sea
We started the day on the edge of the Northern shelf of the Bay of Biscay, hoping for a glimpse of a few more fin
whales before we exited the productive waters. And luckily, we managed to catch a glimpse of 6 fin whales,
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including 1 mother-calf pair, before heading down at 10am to give our final roundup presentation where we talked
through the amazing 12 days that we had watching for whales and dolphins on board the Aurora. We ended our trip
with a sighting of 3 bottlenose dolphins, a species larger than the common and striped dolphins we had become
familiar with, swimming in the English Channel as we headed home.
We would like to say a huge thank you to all of the crew, Captain and all the wonderful passengers that joined us on
this voyage and joined us for our presentations and out on deck. We would also like to thank P&O Cruises for allowing
us to undertake our education and surveying work on board.
ORCA is one of the UK’s leading whale and dolphin conservation charities, dedicated to the long-term protection of
whales, dolphins and porpoises (collectively known as cetaceans), and their habitats. For more information about us,
please visit our website www.orcaweb.org.uk
For a map of all the marine animals recorded throughout the voyage please see the next page.
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