Flavours of the Canaries
October 30th – November 13th 2018

Welcome from your ORCA Cruise Team!
For all of you to whom we spoke, laughed and learned with
thank you from us. It was a pleasure to be your wildlife team
on board the Saga Flavours of the Canaries Cruise.
Once again from this wonderful partnership with Saga, ORCA
could fulfil its aim of bringing marine conservation to minds of
guests. This is done by giving our guests the chance to
experience wildlife with ORCA guides whilst collecting critical
scientific data to ensure the long term protection of whales,
dolphins and porpoises and their habitats in UK and European
waters.
Clockwise from middle: Sunita, Brian, Andy and Becca. Your ORCA Cruise Team

October 30th- Portsmouth Set Sail
We set sail at 4pm waving Portsmouth goodbye behind us as we excitedly speculated on the wonderful wildlife we
would see on this trip. Sunset had already begun meaning we couldn’t do a deck watch so we orientated ourselves
around the ship before we joined the other lecturers and entertainers for an introduction from Jemma Thomas, our
lovely cruise director. It was Becca’s birthday and to her surprise she won a bottle of champagne from Saga, a very
happy coincident.

Sunset from the Sun Deck leaving Portsmouth
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October 31st- Halloween at Sea
The ORCA team were out on deck at first light that morning with the ship positioned off Ouissant, Brittany. As soon
as we arrived playful common dolphins raced to the bow of the ship and by the time we headed for breakfast, at
8:30am, we had recorded over 100!

Common Dolphin and Calf

Later in the morning a huge raft of 2000 great shearwaters sat on the water. These are the second largest of the
shearwaters and breed on South Atlantic islands like Tristan da Cunha, after spending their winter feeding in the
North Atlantic during our summer months. In the distance we also spotted a single lunge feeding minke whale.
After lunch Andy gave our welcome talk to give passengers a taste and understanding of our work. It was relatively
quiet as we crossed the continental slope into the deeper water of the Bay of Biscay, apart from another brief
sighting of a couple of dolphins at the bow. Later in the afternoon a probable sperm whale, distinguished by its
angular and bushy left handed blow, showed itself in the distance, followed by a single fin whale travelling past us.
A stow away starling and chaffinch caught everyone’s attention, and at various stages a young male Chaffinch and a
Blackcap had been seen around the outside decks. Sabine’s gulls, kittiwakes, gannets, a great skua, and a sooty
shearwater were also recorded. A great start to the cruise especially made lovely by so many guests joining us on
deck.

Charlie -The Chaffinch
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November 1st- At Sea
The team were so excited to start surveying on day two, that it was still dark when we got up to the sundeck!
Immediately whale blows were seen in front of the ship, and that was the pattern for the rest of the day.
Whales and whale blows were seen regularly all around and guests having breakfast were treated to a fin whale
surfacing close to the starboard side of the ship, clearly displaying the white colouration along the right side of the
jaw. Guests with the ORCA team out on the sundeck had several excellent views of surfacing fin whales and three
possible sei whales.

Fin Whale Blowing

Fin whale approaching

Birds were fewer, with sightings of Leach’s petrels, Sabine’s gulls along with kittiwakes, the odd great shearwater
and ‘George’ the stow-away starling! At around 3pm, the whale sightings began to slow down, and the team were
treated to their own personal chocolate tasting on the sun deck from Mark Tilling, on board Chocolatier.

George the ‘stow-away’ Starling
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November 2nd- At Sea
Friday at sea, despite a good sea state, was relatively quiet
as we passed over the deep water heading towards
Madeira. But we did see a number of shimmering flying
fish sailing through the air. An occasional distant whale
blow was picked up throughout the day and one
unidentified medium sized dolphin species very briefly
jumped out of the water beside the ship. The white water
picked up in the afternoon which made spotting more
difficult. More Sabine’s gulls were seen, as were Leach’s
petrels, and Bulwer’s petrel and Cory’s shearwaters.

Flying fish

At the end of the day our perseverance was rewarded with a beautiful sunset which many passengers enjoyed with
us!

November 3rd – Funchal, Madeira
As we approached Funchal in the sunrise, lots of wildlife came
out to play. Already excited by bird sightings of little shearwaters
and lots of the rare Fea’s petrels we waited for the marine
mammals in anticipation. First we saw two short finned pilot
whales. This is different species to the long-finned pilot whales
that we see around the British Isles and Northern Europe and
Madeira and the Canary Islands are a real strong hold for this
them.
Fea’s Petrel

Soon after a good sized group of striped dolphins were seen racing in a similar direction, clearly hunting something
but still giving passengers some great views. A smaller group of Atlantic spotted dolphins were more
accommodating and appeared to be showing off at the bow of the ship. What a fantastic welcome to our first port of
the cruise!

Leaping striped dolphins
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Atlantic spotted dolphin

November 4th- Funchal, Madeira
On Sunday, day two in Funchal, Sunita escorted Saga
guests for the ‘Rib Adventure’ along with the whole
ORCA team. We headed out in flat calm waters (which
was a welcome relief from all the white water the
previous days at sea), all scanning for blows or the
splash of a dolphin. The whale watching companies on
Madeira employ lookouts on top of cliffs to enable a
search for whales and dolphins over a wider area than
is possible from the boat. Very quickly something was
spotted and we zoomed off in the rib in search of what
the lookout had seen. Our first sighting was short
finned pilot whales. They were incredibly relaxed,
resting (known as ‘logging’) at the surface for long
periods of time. There were several calves in the group,
and our guide told us there are approximately 100 pilot
whales resident around Madeira, with numbers
increasing every year.

The rib excursion in Funchal

There are regulations in Madeira to protect marine mammals from disturbance, with a maximum time (15 minutes)
that you are allowed to stay with the animals. All too soon, our time with the pilot whales was up and we headed
out in search of other species.
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Two short finned pilot whales

Pretty quickly the other resident species was found by the
lookouts – bottlenose dolphins! Again, the group of about 25
animals were very relaxed, moving back and forth across the
bow of the rib. The guide told us there were approximately
125 bottlenose dolphins resident in Madeira, and again this
number was increasing year on year. Scientists can calculate
the number of animals in the area as both pilot whales and
bottlenose dolphins can be individually identified by markings
on their dorsal fin, which is unique to each dolphin - like our
fingerprint.

Two bottlenose dolphins

Suddenly the captain had a phone call about a breaching whale, so we quickly sped off to see if we could find it.
Unfortunately, after the first breach, nothing more was seen of the animal and we headed back towards the coast to
look at the impressive sea cliffs (second highest in Europe). What a wonderful excursion, which wetted our appetites
as we left Funchal and sailed to La Palma. Sadly, back out on our beloved sundeck, the all too familiar white water
returned as we searched for wildlife. Several splashes were seen in the distance as we left port but these turned out
to be feeding Cory’s shearwaters.

November 5th – Santa Cruz, La Palma
Morning watch was brief into La Palma, with the sunrise
coinciding with the ship berthing. Nothing was seen, but the
area is a whale and dolphin hotspot. Therefore, the team
quickly checked options for marine mammal watching on the
island. All whale watching leaves from Tazacorte, on the
other side of the island, so naturally, because you can’t ever
have too many whales and dolphins, Andy, Becca and Sunita
headed out on the local bus to go on a trip.
Las Palma Chaffinch
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Meanwhile Brian escorted a Saga excursion, seeing lots of lovely birds like the Canary Islands chiffchaff and a La
Palma chaffinch. Predictably, the weather wasn’t great and there was a lot of white water, but we still managed to
have a great sighting of yellow finned tuna and bottlenose dolphins feeding together on bait fish.

November 6th- San Sebastian, La Gomera
There was a beautiful sunrise with Mount Teide and Tenerife in the background as we berthed into San Sebastian, La
Gomera. Again, never satisfied, the ORCA team decided we should try and get on a whale and dolphin trip. The seas
looked calm and the potential for sightings of rare species was high. This time we got a ferry to the other side of the
island, enabling a second chance to look for marine life! On the outward leg, we saw an osprey, which was very
unexpected… but no whales or dolphins. Sadly, we were too late to get on a whale watching trip but spent a lovely
four hours on the other side of La Gomera. Back on board at 5pm, we were eager to get on deck as we left port. No
animals were seen, but we still had plenty of chances on our way back north! On the scenic SAGA Bus trip Laurel
pigeons and canaries were seen.

Cory’s shearwaters seen on departure

November 7th – Puerto De Rosario, Fuerteventura
Once again, we were near port when light broke with no sightings. Brian spent the day hunting birds in
Fuerteventura while the rest of us caught up with ORCA work and explored the town. The birding trip provided
sightings of the endemic Fuerteventuran chat with the elusive houbara bustard. This bird is the size of a turkey, but
sadly is persecuted by hunters on the mainland of North Africa and the Middle east but is well protected here. There
was also a brief sighting of the African dwarf bittern. There were lots of lovely murals of sea life and pro marine life
awareness posters plus a skeleton of a Brydes whale, they occur in large numbers off the Fuerteventura coast.
Excited to get back out to sea we were out on the sun deck at 5pm sharp. Unfortunately, with the light fading rapidly
nothing was spotted, but the knowledge of our northward journey had us in positive anticipation.
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Fuerteventura chat

Houbara bustard

November 8th- Day at Sea Travelling to Portugal

Common dolphin and calf

Despite a very heavy swell and warnings of stormy
conditions, we were greeted with very little wind and
a wonderfully calm sea state with the sun beaming
warmly on us first thing this morning. Soon a large
fish jumped out of the water at middle distance but it
was too far away to identify. Soon after 3 common
dolphins appeared at the bow of the ship and another
group of feeding dolphins were spotted out on the
horizon. Conditions were great, we were starting to
pick up animals and it looked like we were going to be
in for a busy day.

Despite a distant large whale blow on the horizon the early morning flurry turned into a bit of drought as no more
cetaceans were spotted until early lunchtime when a group of 15 Atlantic spotted dolphins appeared on the port
side and slid down the side of the ship where guests were also able to see them from lower decks.
The afternoon remained quiet until around 5:30pm when
another 11 spotted dolphins briefly popped up at the front
of the ship. The Atlantic spotted dolphin is a species
generally found in the southern end of the north Atlantic and
we were sailing through the most northerly part of their
distribution. It was also a slow day for birds with sightings of
Madeiran storm petrel, Fea’s petrel, Cory’s and Great
shearwaters in small numbers. 8 flying fish were spotted
skimming the surface of the ocean throughout the course of
the day, which intrigued and bewildered guests.
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November 9th – At Sea and late arrival into Lisbon, Portugal
Leaving the Canaries behind us, we headed towards
Portugal. Once again despite the heavy swell the
sun was out and the seas conditions relatively calm.
Our watch immediately began with striped
dolphins. We then spotted our first ocean sunfish
of the trip, a weird rotund large bony fish species
which rest at the surface of the ocean flapping its
fins against the surface. The sun brought many
passengers out on deck with us, perfectly timed as a
large pod of striped dolphins followed by an even
larger pod of bottlenose dolphins gave our guests a
wonderful bow riding show.

Ocean sunfish

As we finished our breakfast we spotted over 30 striped dolphins riding the wake of the ship from the veranda deck!
We immediately showed the sunbathing passengers and to everyone’s delight they leaped and jumped around.
Brian was already back out on the sun deck having seen the striped dolphins approach, he also saw over 70 common
dolphins! When we arrived up on deck lots of excited guests told us about the sighting, explaining it was like a
firework display of common dolphins out of the water.

Pod of Striped dolphins leaping and splashing

A slight lull followed with brief sightings of more
sun fish and a pod of common dolphins in a
feeding frenzy. Two large blows, belonging to a
large whale species, showed on the horizon, and
just before lunch another pod of bottlenose
dolphins were seen close to the ship. The
afternoon gave us more striped dolphins, a pod of
over 40! What a bonanza of dolphins this day
brought us!
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But we must not forget the birds; they too came out to play in the sunshine. We had many gannets, indicating our
northern route. Our trusty Cory’s shearwaters joined us along with Great and Sooty shearwaters too. Dainty
Wilson’s petrel and European storm petrels flickered by contrasted by large great skua’s and lesser black backed
gulls. What a day! The sun was out and there were smiles all round.
Arriving into the Tagus we hoped for some cetaceans but enjoyed watching Lisbon reveal itself slowly with
passengers building up on deck. We did however spot an orca, sperm whale, bottlenose dolphin and striped dolphins
at the bottom of the 25 de Abril bridge, artistic murals that is!

Sperm whale and dolphin mural at the bottom of the 25 de Abril bridge

November 10th- Lisbon, Portugal
With the Pearl 2 sheltering from the Atlantic storms in the port of Lisbon, we had a full day to explore. The ORCA
team decided to take the old Tram to get a lazy taste of the city terminating with a gorging on pasteis de nata, a local
egg tart delicacy. Keen to get back on our beloved sun deck the fog came in thick and the rain made for a 3km deck
watch, none the less Becca and Sunita persisted and were treated to a large unidentified cetacean leaping right at
the bow of the ship.

The 25 de Abril Bridge

Our day didn`t finish there, as we were having dinner a passenger discovered a Leach’s petrel on the deck attracted
by the ship`s lights. It was released, unharmed.
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Leach’s petrel discovered on deck by passenger during dinner

November 11th - At Sea (Remembrance Day)
Thankfully the sea state was better and we had a fantastic day. It started on the continental shelf off Spain with
some great birds including sooty shearwaters, Leach’s petrel, great shearwater, pomarine, Arctic and great skuas.
Lots of kittiwakes could be seen feeding off the surface of the ocean all day and it wasn’t long before the dolphins
appeared. Throughout the day we had hundreds of common and striped dolphins in groups ranging in size from 2
to 150. A few more sunfish and some distant blows were also picked up to the delight of watching guests.
As we entered the deeper water of the Bay of Biscay dolphins still kept appearing and as the light faded at the end of
the day a number of guests and the ORCA team had a magnificent sighting of 3 huge fin whales passing the ship off
the starboard side.

Leaping striped dolphin

Common dolphin with clear visual of ‘figure of 8’ markings

November 12th – At Sea
Entering the English Channel our last day at sea brought us a steady flow of common dolphins all the way to lunch.
During the afternoon Brian gave our ORCA presentation rounding up what a wonderful trip we’d had and displaying
all of our sightings.
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Swiftly back on deck, there were some distant blows. We could tell we were closer to home with gannets, fulmars,
guillemots and puffins giving us fleeting passing’s. The evening gave us one last flurry of guests joining us out on the
sun deck, only to be rewarded with more common dolphins! At last light, just as we were closing up, three common
dolphins leaped on portside close enough to see their expressions, almost as if they were biding us farewell! That
evening Sunita hosted the wildlife quiz to test the knowledge of all our wonderful guests with which we had engaged
with.

Northern Gannet

Common Dolphin

Sunita and passengers enjoying our final sunset

November 13th- Arrival at Portsmouth
We woke up back in Portsmouth. We had our final breakfast and proceeded with our goodbyes and thank you’ s to
all the wonderful crew and passengers. We sadly said farewell to the Pearl II as she enters her retirement and left
beaming from a fantastic trip, not just because of the wildlife but the passengers and crew who truly made it
memorable.
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Farewell from your ORCA Cruise Team; Brian, Andy, Sunita, Becca

Thank You
On behalf of the team and ORCA, we would like to give our heartfelt thanks to passengers on the Canaries 2018
cruise; it has been a real privilege to share this experience with you and we hope that our presence helped you to
make the most of the wonderful wildlife encountered during your time on board. We also thank Captain Nick
Sunderland and Cruise Director Jemma Thomas and all of the crew and staff aboard the Saga Pearl II for making us
feel so welcome and facilitating our roles as volunteer marine mammal surveyors for the duration of this cruise.
We extend our sincere gratitude to Saga for once again partnering with ORCA to allow for guests to learn, see and
enjoy the wildlife of the oceans they cruise in and for enabling us to collect vital scientific data for the conservation
of cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises), thank you.
A bird list and sightings map from this cruise can be seen on the next pages.
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Bird List
Seen by the ORCA team and guests at sea and on land
African Blue tit
Arctic Skua
Atlantic Canary
Berthelots Pipit
Black bellied Sandgrouse
Black headed Gull
Black winged Stilt
Blackbird
Bulwers Petrel
Canary Islands Chiffchaff
Cape Verde Shearwater
Chaffinch
Chough
Collared dove
Common Buzzard
Common Tern
Corys Shearwater
Egyptian Vulture
Eurasian Coot
Eurasian Spoonbill
European Starling
European Storm Petrel
Fea`s petrel
Feral pigeon
Fueteventuran Chat
Fulmar
Gannet
Great Cormorant
Great Grey Shrike
Great Shearwater
Great Skua
Greater black backed Gull
Greenshank
Grey Heron
Grey Wagtail
Guillemot
Herring Gull
Yellow legged Gull

Charity No: 1141728

Hoopoe
Houbara Bustard
House Sparrow
Kestrel
Kittiwake
Mediterranean Gull
Northern Wren
Osprey
Pied Flycatcher
Las Palmas Chaffinch
Laurel Pigeon
Leach`s petrel
Lesser Black backed Gull
Lesser Short toed Lark
Little Egret
Little Shearwater
Mallard
Manx Shearwater
Plain Swift
Pomarine Skua
Puffin
Raven
Ring necked Parakeet
Rock Dove
Ruddy Shelduck
Ruddy Turnstone
Sanderling
Sandwich Tern
Scopolis Shearwater
Shag
Shoveler
Sooty Shearwater
Spanish Sparrow
Spectacled Warbler
Swinhoe`s petrel
Trumpeter finch
Whimbrel
Wilson`s Petrel
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