Norway and Iceland
Exploration
16th September – 2nd October 2018

Hello from the ORCA team!
It was our privilege to be the ORCA volunteer
Marine Mammal Surveyors invited by Saga to
join the Norway and Iceland Exploration cruise
this year. The role of the ORCA team is to help
guests get the most out of their wildlife
experiences whilst on board and to collect
scientific information on whales, dolphins and
porpoises to be used for their conservation.

The ORCA team on board this cruise (L-R): Elfyn Pugh (Team Leader), Sue Lakeman (Surveyor), Hazel
Pittwood (Wildlife Officer) and Andrew Crowder (Surveyor)
Sunday 16th September – Boarding and setting sail from Dover
After boarding we met Cruise Director Jemma and got our bearings around the ship; Elfyn and Sue had been on board
the Pearl II as ORCA team members before, but it was the first time for Andrew and Hazel. We delivered our
presentation early on this first evening to inform passengers about the amazing wildlife that we might be lucky enough
to encounter. Iceland and Norway are two of the world’s best whale and dolphin watching destinations so we were
hopeful that we would share some wonderful wildlife encounters with you on this cruise!

Monday 17th September – sea day: sailing from Dover towards Bremerhaven
We were up on deck by 8:30am and with calm seas and good visibility giving us decent conditions for spotting wildlife
during our first day at sea. Our sightings began with a small passerine (songbird/perching bird species) flying near the
ship, but this was not identifiable. Later on passengers reported seeing a couple of birds perched or flitting about on
board, including one which was positively identified as a reed warbler. At this time of year many birds are on migration
and so these animals were likely to have been stopping for a rest.

A variety of seabirds were seen throughout the day including lesser black-backed gull, gannet, fulmar, cormorant,
guillemot, great skua, unidentified terns and a dark phase Arctic skua. Some insects provided additional interest with
a comma butterfly observed passing by and a Western conifer seed bug resting on the ship.

In terms of cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoise) our sightings today were limited to the diminutive and shy
harbour porpoise, with two separate animals being sighted at different times during the day.
We didn’t see any dolphins, but some passengers reported seeing some off the back of the ship!

Harbour porpoise (stock photo)

Lesser black-backed gull

Tuesday 18th September – Bremerhaven, Germany
We docked in Bremerhaven early so we didn’t have a deck watch this morning, but as we all sat outside eating
breakfast we saw large numbers of swallows flying overhead and surmised they must be rallying for their migration
South to Africa. Andrew also spotted numerous common gull in the dock.
It was a productive day for seeing bird life; we boarded the shuttle bus into town and on our wanderings we saw
familiar birds such as house sparrow, rook, crow, magpie, white wagtail, wood pigeon, mallard and feral pigeon.
Mediterranean gull and black headed gull could be seen flying off shore. A red admiral butterfly glided past us and
fish, prawns, comb jellyfish and a crab were spotted as we walked along the marina. Once we were back on board
passengers reported seeing a wide variety of birds whilst they were out and about around Bremerhaven, and those
who went on the tall ship excursion reported seeing lots of seals, along with common cranes and common buzzard.
We headed up onto the sun deck to join passengers who were there to witness our departure. We had barely left port
when Hazel spotted a lone harbour porpoise! A peregrine falcon, the fastest bird in the world, flew over our heads (a
male and female pair was seen earlier in the afternoon too) and a distant osprey became our second bird of prey
sighting of the day. Shelduck, greylag geese, common eider, ‘comic’ tern (common or Arctic – it can be hard to tell
the difference!) and sandwich tern were new additions to our bird list as we headed out towards the open sea. To
bring our deck watch to a close we saw a large number of seals hauled out resting on a sand bar and one a while later
swimming near the ship.

Common gull

Common tern

Wednesday 19th September – Sea Day: sailing from Germany towards Norway
We were up on deck early, eager to see what wildlife the day might bring. Passengers had already approached us at
breakfast to report that they had seen gannets. Sure enough, it wasn’t long into our deck watch that we were joined
by some of these magnificent birds, soaring and gliding close by overhead. We saw a wide range of ages in these birds,
from first year animals who still had a large amount of dark brown, mottled feathers to adults with their striking black
wing tips, immaculate white feathers and yellow hued heads.
Alongside gannets, the other seabird present throughout the day were fulmars. We easily saw a couple hundreds of
these stocky little birds throughout our time on deck, some just resting on the water while others were gliding
effortlessly in the high winds and flying with characteristically rigid wing beats. They belong to the order of
‘procellariformes’ which means the order of the ‘storm birds’. This group of birds is also known as tubenoses and they
use their prominent nasal passages in the process of expelling salt from their bodies. They also have a very good sense
of smell which has been found to be used in seeking out prey but also in navigation.
We also saw a few guillemots in winter plumage along with some small passerines (song/perching birds) and a falcon,
which we believe to have been a kestrel, battling against the strong winds. A lone red-throated diver was seen shortly
before the sea state reached conditions too high to reliably spot anything and as the winds got ever stronger we
headed down off deck.

Thursday 20th September – Bergen, Norway
Sue and Andrew headed up onto the outer decks before breakfast to see if there was any wildlife around and saw a
group of common eider bobbing along on the calm waters the port.
After breakfast we all headed out into Bergen to do some urban wildlife spotting and achieved a wide variety of new
birds to add to our sightings list. Between us we were thrilled to spot four different species of thrush; blackbird, mistle
thrush, redwing and fieldfare. They were gorging on the berries of the mountain ash (rowan) and yew trees,
accompanied by sparrows, starlings, robins and chaffinches.
Another happy sight was a group of siskin, flitting to and fro displaying flashes of their striking bright yellow plumage.
A male brambling was another joyful encounter; a truly stunning little bird which we will soon be finding in the UK as
they migrate South to winter in warmer climes.

Siskin feeding on a cedar tree

Fieldfare taking shelter

Back on board after a productive stroll around town, we headed up onto the sun deck to join passengers as we sailed
away from port. The sun deck was more like a rain and strong wind deck at that point! Gulls were seen hunkered down

on the rocks whilst five red-throated diver, a pochard and a flock of ten oystercatcher were seen on the wing. Then
we, along with the hardy passengers who stayed out and braved the conditions, were rewarded for our perseverance
as Sue pointed out a huge, dark silhouette of a bird looming into view. As it flew closer we could see it was a whitetailed eagle – what a brilliant end to the day!
Friday 21st September – Ålesund, Norway
Andrew, Sue and Elfyn ventured into the pretty town of Ålesund shortly after breakfast and saw
lesser black-backed gull, herring gull and eider ducks. Their wanderings added familiar birds to the ever increasing
list, namely bullfinch, wren and goldcrest. Hazel headed into town a little later and was captivated by the inquisitive
hooded crows who were looking for food on the docked fishing vessels.
Keen wildlife enthusiast passenger Jan’s bird watching skills provided the most new sightings today; collared dove,
greenfinch, nuthatch, mute swan, moorhen, jackdaw, house martin and grey heron. To her surprise, and ours, Jan
also reported seeing a swift! Swifts are truly remarkable birds. They are one of the last migrants to arrive in the UK
but one of the first to leave, spending just a couple of months there nesting and raising their chicks. Once their chicks
have fledged both the young and mature birds are on the wing continuously, migrating to Africa and returning to the
UK again the following without stopping once; they even sleep whilst flying!
We were up on deck for sail away and the scenery as we left port was breathtakingly beautiful. The backdrop of an
inky blue-grey sky was a stunning contrast against the rugged rock faces strewn with emerald green pines trees.

Saturday 22nd September – Sea Day: sailing from Norway towards the Faroe Islands
Due to the weather we held our deck watch at the back of the ship on deck eight and we were joined by passengers
who braved the weather eager to see wildlife. The large rolling waves crested with foamy white spray made things a
little challenging, but the diversion in our course taking us from Norway to the Faroe Islands meant that we were
surveying entirely new waters and we were keen to see what animals were in the area.
From the moment of daybreak to the setting of the sun we were accompanied by fulmar. Hundreds upon hundreds
of these elegant birds were soaring alongside the ship, including the darker ‘blue’ colour morph seen in these Northern
waters. Gannets were present again too along with numerous great skua and one Arctic skua. We were thrilled to see
a couple of sooty shearwater; a new addition to our bird list.
The most exciting news though is that we saw whales for the first time on the cruise today! The initial encounter came
early in the morning when a large blow was observed as a whale exhaled. The shout of ‘sighting!’ went up and a few
passengers were lucky enough to catch a glimpse as the animal’s back was then seen rolling through the waves.
Combining features such as the size, colouration, surfacing behaviour and dorsal fin we were able to positively identify
this as a fin whale! Reaching up to 27m long, they are second in size only to the blue whale. Throughout the day we
were treated to views of nine whales in total. Some were fleeting glimpses or too distant for us to identify, but we are
confident that most were likely to have been fin whales given the fact we could see their blows in the strong winds,
whereas a couple which were much smaller were Minke whales (which reach up to 10m long). After this day of
wonderful whale encounters we headed inside to warm up and smarten up ready for dinner.

A fin whale: these magnificent creatures are the second largest animal on earth!
(there’s a fulmar flying next to the whale’s dorsal fin which gives an idea of scale)

Sunday 23rd September – Runavík , Faroe Islands
We were up on deck just after sunrise to look out for animals on our approach to Runavík. The dawn painted the sky
in hues of peach and amber light as the tall, rugged outline of the Faroe Islands came into view. Fulmars were still
accompanying the ship as our ever present escorts, along with some kittiwake (a delicate gull species with an elegant
flight and distinctive black tipped wings).
As we edged ever closed to dock the dramatic scenery of the islands became apparent; snow-capped flat topped
mountains, waves lashing ferociously against the dark grey cliffs and the vast green slopes devoid of trees with slender
white waterfalls weaving their way down to the sea. We saw common eider, common gull, hooded crow as we came
into port.
Once the ship was docked, Elfyn headed off on an excursion leaving Sue, Andrew and Hazel to their own devices. The
three of us decided to walk to the nearby lake and soak up the beautiful natural landscape; we encountered numerous
passengers and crew members doing the same! We added a Meadow pipit to our bird list today along with a young
glaucous gull spotted picking about in
the seaweed at the dockside as we
walked back to the ship.
On leaving Runavík and heading into
the calm waters of the fjords two
small cetaceans were spotted very
close to the ship on the starboard
side. They surfaced briefly before
disappearing, diving under the ship. It
is likely that they were harbour
porpoise, but this fleeting glimpse
was not enough for a positive
identification. We remained on deck
to watch the sun disappearing below
the horizon.
The sun began to set as we departed the Faroe Islands

Monday 24th September – Sea day: sailing from the Faroe Islands towards Iceland
Keen to make the most of this day at sea we were up on deck from 7am. At the start of the deck watch we had a sea
state 4, which is very reasonable for whale and dolphin spotting, but over the course of the day this increased to a sea
state 7 or more. At that point it is nigh on impossible to see cetaceans among the large rolling waves and white spray.
Conditions were a little challenging but we ORCA folk are a resilient bunch and we were undeterred in carrying out
our observations!
Shortly after arriving on deck we saw a whale blow (the spray of water vapour visible as a whale exhales) on the port
side, near the horizon. As we progressed on our course of travel the whale ended up closer to the ship and, whilst it
was still distant, through getting some photographs we were able to confirm this animal as a fin whale! Another whale
blow was seen on the port side later and due to the appearance of this exhalation we thought it may have been a
sperm whale. Because sperm whales have a single blow hole on the left side of their head their blow is expelled at a
45° angle. This is very distinctive and can be used as an identifying feature for these animals, but care must be taken
in high winds when the appearance of a blow which would usually be straight up (like a fin whale’s blow for example)
can seem angled.
We witnessed great skua exhibiting their
characteristic behaviour of harassing other birds
into regurgitating their food so they could eat it –
delightful! This thuggish way of feeding is called
‘kleptoparasitism’ and it is shown in the photo
below. Passengers reported having seen dolphins
near the ship in the afternoon; we always
appreciate hearing about your sightings, we are
only human and do not spot everything – the more
eyes on the sea the better! The rain rolled in
reducing visibility and so at 4:30pm we left the
sturdy fulmars to their soaring among the sea
spray.

A great skua harassing a juvenile gull

Tuesday 25th September – Akureyri, Iceland
To say that we were excited to head out on the whale watching excursion today is a huge understatement!
Iceland ranks highly as a destination for spotting whales, dolphins and porpoises owing to the large amounts of food
available for them in the waters here. Humpback, minke, fin and blue whales feed here, with some animals staying
all year and others migrating to warmer climes in the winter. Iceland is one of the best places in the world to see the
white-beaked dolphin and also the largest species of dolphin, the iconic orca/killer whale. Harbour porpoise are
abundant in the shallow waters too.
We headed over to the Elding whale watching kiosk and it was lovely to join so many familiar faces boarding the coach,
excited to see these incredible animals! As we headed out into the calm waters of the stunning fjord the anticipation
was tangible. A couple of boats in the distance suggested there may be a whale present and our guide confirmed this;
from her high vantage point on top of the boat she had seen a whale blow directly ahead, and another on the port
side in the distance!

In the time that followed we had the most incredible experience with at least five humpback whales. As they surfaced
next to the boat you could hear their powerful exhalations and the animals regularly went into shallow dives to catch
food! Each time they did so everyone watched with baited breath as the whales’ characteristic knobbly backs slowly
curved and they sunk gracefully into the depths, revealing their tail flukes.

A humpback whale raises its tail flukes as it goes into a dive
(seen on the whale watching excursion in Akureyri)

After this wonderful encounter we started to head back but the sightings weren’t over yet…ORCA team member Sue
spotted dolphins leaping playfully out of the water in the distance! The boat diverted course to get a closer look and
the animals were revealed to be white-beaked dolphins. These bulky, robust looking animals breached repeatedly,
putting on a real show of their acrobatic skills. The final sighting of this trip was a diminutive harbour porpoise near
to the dock, rounding off this wonderful morning.
In the evening we headed up onto deck and the calm waters in the fjord on our departure revealed yet more harbour
porpoises with the incredible ice capped mountains providing an awe inspiring back drop. We were holding out for as
long as we could up on deck in the hope we might reach the area where we had been on our whale watching trip in
the morning, but light was beginning to fade and it was getting difficult to tell where the water ended and the sky
began. A dark shape moved in the distance, then another and another. Ahead of us on both the starboard and port
side fins were breaking the surface of the sea; we had made it back to the same spot we reached on our whale watching
trip and once again we saw a pod of white-beaked dolphins! Perhaps they were the very same group we saw that
morning?
This pod consisted of at least forty-five animals,
most of which were resting or what we would
describe as ‘milling’, moving slowly barely disturbing
the water, including numerous females with small
calves swimming close beside them. Two dolphins
were leaping repeatedly out of the water - we
speculated they might have been boisterous
youngsters who didn’t want to go to sleep yet! As
the night closed in we headed off deck with huge
smiles on our faces after this incredible day of in the
company of whales, dolphins and porpoises.

White-beaked dolphins

Day 10 – Wednesday 26th September – ísafjörður, Iceland
We awoke in dock which meant our day in ísafjörður got off to a relaxed start (which is just as well because we were
still processing all of the excitement from seeing humpback whales, white-beaked dolphins and harbour porpoise in
Akureyri yesterday)! Hazel stayed on board for some time typing up reports, updating the ever increasing and
impressive bird list and adding content to our final presentation for the end of the cruise after adding the two new
cetacean species from the day before. We each ventured out at various
parts of the day to explore the town to see what we could see. Cruise
lecturer Jim added many new birds to our list today after his
wanderings around the town and surrounding wilderness, including
willow tit, barnacle geese, whooper swan and tufted duck.
Hazel and Andrew were grateful when passenger Jan, who had been
birdwatching, asked if they wanted to see a snow bunting she had
spotted in a scrubby area of grassland at the docks. To their delight
after a few minutes looking it made its presence known, flying up from
the grass and sitting perfectly posing on a rock for a photo!

Snow bunting

Back on ship we had beautifully calm waters as we departed from ísafjörður. It wasn’t long before we saw some grey
seals which we were able to point out to the passengers out on deck for sail away. Sometime later, whilst enjoying the
breath-taking scenery surround us, Elfyn spotted a splash in the distance on the starboard side. Happily, we still had
some passengers up on deck with us and this sighting turned out to be a large pod of white-beaked dolphins! It was
wonderful to watch the animals edge closer and closer to the ship as we journeyed on towards the sea and they
eventually ended up right alongside us. Once we had passed them, some of the group began leaping out of the water
behind the ship!
We always enjoy seeing cetaceans ourselves, but without doubt the best feeling for us is helping other people to spot
them; we loved sharing this amazing dolphin encounter with passengers, many of whom had been putting in a lot of
time out on deck with us! The perfect ending to the day was the awe inspiring sight of the sky coming to life as the
pale green wisps of the Northern lights danced among the stars.

Thursday 27th September – day at sea: sailing from Iceland towards Mull
As today got off to a blustery start we decided to begin our deck watch at the stern of the ship where we were sheltered
from the winds. We positioned ourselves outside on the deck at the back of the Verandah restaurant and it wasn’t
long before passengers came to join us for a spot of sea watching, either before or after their breakfast. At around
8am Hazel noticed gannets circling and diving a little way ahead on the starboard side. Knowing that this meant that
the gannets were feeding, and therefore cetaceans might be present too, the ORCA team advised the passengers
present to keep their eyes on the waters beneath the birds.
Half a minute later a blow became visible. A huge, tall black dorsal fin began emerging from beneath the waves and
kept rising and rising. We collectively gasped as we realised we were in the presence of orcas! Not just this one
enormous male, but at least four others, including one calf. We were dumbstruck, hearts pounding as we tried to help
passengers to spot these incredible apex predators of the ocean as they passed by a few kilometres away. The
encounter lasted just a few short minutes, but the memory will last forever; however, fleeting it may be, a killer whale
sighting is always unforgettable.

Later that day we moved up to the sun deck and resumed our watch in our usual location at the bow (front) of the
ship. After seeing lots of distant whale blows throughout the day, we were overjoyed that passengers who were up
on deck were rewarded with a humpback whale passing right next to the ship!

Humpback whale seen next to the Saga Pearl II

Having honed her cetacean spotting techniques on the Akureyri excursion and spending time out on deck with us,
passenger Ruth was the first to notice the blow of two fin whales off the starboard side of the ship! As they passed by
in the middle distance the long, rolling backs of the whales and their dorsal fins were seen too. Well done Ruth!
Friday 28th September – day at sea: continuing our journey towards Mull
Today began with a few distant whale blows. On a vessel such as the Pearl II it is always down to chance and luck
whether a whale appears near the ship (like yesterday’s humpback whale) or far away. We are moving quickly
compared to the ‘normal’ speed at which these large animals swim. Additionally, the areas of open ocean we pass
through are often vast, meaning the cetaceans could be anywhere! Every whale species, and indeed even individual
whales, have different behaviours towards ships; some are known to investigate smaller, slower moving or stationary
vessels.
Dolphins on the other hand are faster and more agile. This means that, should they take an interest, they may actively
head towards a ship and luckily for us that is exactly what happened today! Passenger John was the first to spot dark
fins breaking the surface on the port side. As the sighting developed it became clear they were pilot whales! Whilst
we are here as your wildlife guides, the more people up on deck with eyes watching the sea the better; as this brilliant
sighting proved, we are not always the first to notice the animals – great spotting skills John!

Long-finned pilot whales

Shortly after the initial sighting of those six pilot whales another dark dorsal fin was seen breaking the surface and yet
more of these sleek, ebony animals burst forth through the waves! They are sizeable creatures, reaching up to nearly
7m long, with very large powerful tail stocks and distinctive bulbous foreheads and stubby beaks. The latter fourteen
animals were most likely within the same pod as the first six given their proximity to one another. The second group
of pilots passed by even closer, moving from left to right just a few hundred metres in front of the ship. There was
definitely at least one calf within the group and one huge adult male even breached right out of the water!
In the afternoon a pod of dolphins came in very close to the bow of the ship and we were thrilled that this gave yet
more passengers their first cetacean sighting of the trip! We think they were probably common dolphins but the we
were unable to confirm their identity from the brief sighting we had. To end the day, a ‘medium sized’ animal breaching
in the distance left us pondering whether we had seen a beaked whale. We could not be sure because, just like the
dolphins, this animal was travelling in a hurry and so its identity remained a mystery. If it was indeed a member of the
mysterious family of beaked whales, it was most likely a Sowerby’s beaked whale. This sighting prompted much
discussion over dinner!

Saturday 29th September – Tobermory, Mull
Today three of the ORCA team went on an excursion in the afternoon, heading out onto the water with Mull based
wildlife guiding company Sea Life Surveys, whilst Sue went for a wander in the wilderness to explore the beautiful
scenery of the area.
Elfyn escorted on the excursion whilst Andrew and Hazel joined in alongside passengers. It was lovely to accompany
the familiar, friendly faces as we headed onto the boat, hopeful at the possibility of seeing otters, seals eagles and
other animals. Looking at the choppy sea conditions we knew it would be difficult to spot diminutive harbour porpoise
(the cetacean we were most likely to encounter).
A shag sat on a buoy as we made our way out of the harbour whilst kittiwake and common gull flew overhead. Our
guide, who was telling us about nearby lighthouse, stopped mid-sentence to excitedly tell us that a common/harbour
seal had popped up beside the boat! Whilst we were stopped looking at the seal Andrew was looking upwards and
spotted a white-tailed eagle! Our guide explained
this was most likely the female of the pair who nest
nearby. We then headed over to the spot where
these eagles tend to be spotted to see if the male
was there. Sure enough, he was sat perched on the
cliff looking out across the water! What a
magnificent bird; a huge sulphur yellow hooked
beak, a regal, majestic stance and an intense glare
beneath his furrowed feathery brow. Everyone
present was in awe of this incredible creature,
Britain’s largest native bird of prey.
White-tailed eagle; an incredible close encounter!

Later we also had the privilege of seeing four common/harbour seals playfully splashing near the boat before heading
back to the dock. When we regrouped later that day Sue told us she had popped into the Hebridean Whale and Dolphin
Trust (HDWT) visitor centre on the quay front in Tobermory. She reported that they had a fantastic informative display,
complete with a Minke whale jaw bone, sperm whale teeth and even some baleen! Passengers who popped into the
HDWT visitor centre were also full of praise. Thanks to both HDWT and Sea Life Surveys for keeping us occupied today!

Sunday 30th September - Belfast
The Saga Pearl II sailed out of Belfast Lough at 3pm in beautiful sunshine and we quickly identified a redshank, a flock
of oystercatchers and common eider on the breakwater. We were then able to successfully identify both a grey and
a common seal, the latter swimming actively in mid channel. Some sharp eyed passengers had good views of winter
plumaged black guillemot which flew across the bow. Elfyn sighted a single harbour porpoise, which then
characteristically disappeared; this proved to be our only cetacean sighting of the day.
Looking ahead we saw a large flock of feeding seabirds and as we got closer it was a mixed group of diving gannets,
auks (razorbill and guillemot) and juvenile gulls. They were clearly feeding on a large, moving shoal of fish spread out
over at least a mile. Much to our surprise we did not observe any cetaceans also taking advantage of the bounty. Once
out into the Irish Sea we turned south and were met with rougher waters. A kittiwake flew by, but what marked out
the rest of this leg of our journey was the vast numbers of razorbills and guillemots; far more than we would normally
expect so close to land at this time of year. We considered that this was the result of the gales that had blown through
the Atlantic earlier in the week.
What we had experienced over the past few days was a great example of how different seabirds adopt different
strategies to survive such storms. On the southward leg from Iceland we flew through a massive concentration of
Fulmars, the likes of which none of us had ever encountered. However, before we got close to the shallower waters
of Scotland we left them behind. Their strategy was to go out to sea and potentially to move around the pressure
systems, which it is believed they are sensitive to and ride them out in lesser affected areas. Fulmars are built to be
ocean going but auks are not so robust and, having only recently dispersed from their breeding cliffs, their strategy
was to return to more protected coastal waters like the Irish Sea.

Northern fulmar:
The bird on the left has the
‘typical’ plumage, whereas the
bird on the right has the ‘blue’
morph plumage variation.
The ‘blue’ morph was more
common the further North we
travelled.

Back on deck we spotted two different groups of birds crossing from Scotland to Ireland; seven golden plover (some
still retaining signs of their beautiful summer plumage) and ten greylag geese. A small gull flew by with a slightly
unfamiliar shape and flight pattern provoking thoughts of a rare sabine’s gull. This species breeds in the high arctic of
North America and migrates southward to winter off Southwest Africa, during which it is often affected by Atlantic
gales. Based on the limited views of its plumage it fitted the pattern of a juvenile sabine’s gull but it soon became too
distant; had we been able to positively identify it as such this would have easily been the rarest bird of the cruise.
Finally, as the sun began to fall out to starboard, we picked another large flock of feeding gannets with lots of surface
splashing suggesting feeding dolphins but the glare over the water made it impossible to confirm the presence of any
cetaceans.

Monday 1st October – day at sea: travelling from Belfast towards Dover
It was a beautiful, sunny morning with a calm sea state for our final day at sea. Whilst Hazel was getting ready for the
end of cruise presentation Sue, Andrew and Elfyn had a couple of hours out on deck. As the coast of Cornwall began
to come into view they were rewarded with a fleeting sighting of a ‘small’ cetacean which could not be identified
further. Shortly before heading down to The Discovery Lounge to aid in the delivery of the presentation at 10am, the
team observed the blow of a large whale!
We were thrilled to be able to relive the amazing encounters we had had on this cruise with passengers who came
along to enjoy the presentation. Conditions for spotting cetaceans were challenging at times, but even so there were
some truly brilliant sightings - we hope that you were able to enjoy a sighting of these magnificent creatures whilst on
board or on the whale watching excursion! After the presentation we headed to the library to field passenger’s
questions and whilst we were there Hazel spotted a dolphin out of the window! Questions answered, we headed to
our cabins to get ready to go out on deck. Sue then spotted dolphins out of the cabin window! Back on deck the
glorious weather stayed with us for the rest of the day. Balearic, Manx, Great and Sooty shearwater were observed
and we rejoiced at achieving one hundred species on the bird list! A small flock of meadow pipit were seen and heard
flying low overhead and a wren was seen resting on the ship.
Throughout the afternoon three encounters with pods of feeding common dolphin provided the last opportunity for
the ORCA team and passengers to see cetaceans on this cruise. In each instance, large numbers of circling, diving
gannets alerted us to the fact that dolphins might be present. The largest pod observed was at least thirty strong and
they were moving in a very tightly knit circle, a behaviour consistent with corralling fish. As the afternoon progressed
we conceded that we needed to pack and so, with happy farewells all round, we headed off the deck for the last time
on this wonderful cruise.
We would like to give our heartfelt thanks to passengers aboard the Norway and Iceland Exploration 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 Kim
Tanner, Cruise Director Jemma Thomas
and all the crew on board 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.

The ORCA team (L-R) Andrew, Sue, Hazel and Elfyn

We extend our sincere gratitude to Saga
for continuing to provide us with the
opportunity to showcase the incredible
wildlife of the oceans to guests and
enabling us to collect vital scientific
data for the conservation of cetaceans
(whales, dolphins and porpoises).

A map of the cetaceans seen on this cruise and a bird list can be found on the next pages

Bird List
This list includes all birds seen at sea and on land, spotted by the ORCA team and passengers.





Gannet
Great skua (bonxie)
Arctic skua
Razorbill




















Kittiwake
Sooty shearwater
Glaucous gull
Iceland gull
Great Northern diver
Tufted duck
Red breasted merganser
Black guillemot
Manx shearwater
Little auk
Leach’s petrel
Puffin
Shag
Golden plover
Curlew
Balearic shearwater
Great shearwater
Grey plover


























Canada goose
Dipper
Jay
Hooded crow
Brambling
Goldcrest
Coal tit
Bullfinch
Wren
Chaffinch
Great tit
Blue tit
Starling
Willow tit
Common snipe
Barnacle goose
Whooper swan
Peregrine falcon
Osprey
Common buzzard
Kestrel
Sparrowhawk
White-tailed eagle
Gyr falcon

