P&O Aurora: Norway and the
Northern Lights
Cruise Conservationists: Kate Weston and Maëva Accart
27th Feburary – 11th March

Thursday 28th February – Day at Sea
After boarding the Aurora on the 27th and familiarising ourselves with the ship, we started our first watch, which took
us around the east coast of Great Britain. This day also marked our first presentation, which introduced passengers to
some cetacean ID skills, and were delighted to see so many enthusiastic passengers keen to watch for wildlife. It turned
out to be a quiet day for sightings of whales and dolphins, but we were joined by gannets and guillemots throughout
the day. Even without any cetaceans, we were all excited for the days ahead, and what promised to be an exciting
voyage!

Cruise Conservationists Kate (left) and Maëva (right)

Our view from deck 13

Friday 1st March – Day at Sea
It was another quiet morning for us, with no cetaceans but plenty of gannets, kittiwakes, guillemots and gulls to keep
us company. Our second presentation was as busy as the first, with many passengers joining us to learn some survey
techniques. Keen to put those skills into action, along with lots of enthusiastic passengers, we headed up to deck 13
to watch for cetaceans. It appeared another quiet afternoon until one hour before sunset, where a dolphin briefly
emerged on the starboard side near the ship. Unfortunately, due to the dolphin’s quick surfacing we were unable to
identify the species, but it was a lift in spirits to see a glimpse of the animals we were looking for. As the sunset, 2
harbour porpoises were spotted on the port side – a lovely way to end the day!
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Harbour porpoise (stock image)

Saturday 2nd March – Åndalsnes
Unfortunately, due to our early arrival time and late departure to and from port, there was no watch on this day
Sunday 3rd March – Day Sea
As we ventured further north, we started getting closer to those infamous herring spawning grounds – the reason for
Norway’s rich abundance of whales and dolphins at this time of year. Whilst we gave our third presentation (an insight
into how whales and dolphins communicate in an underwater world) several passengers reported tall blows off the
bow of the ship which we recorded as 2 possible fin whales. This was a promising sign that there was life around us.
A scenic sail past the Lofoten Islands ended the days watch in style, with a beautiful sunset against the snow-capped
mountains.

Fin whale (Stock image)
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Lofoten Islands

Monday 4th March – Tromsø
Unfortunately, due to our early arrival time and late departure to and from port, there was no watch on this day.
Tuesday 5th March – Alta
Many passengers were surprised to find out that although our mornings sail brought us into the fjords, we were still
looking out for whales and dolphins. If the stunning scenery wasn’t enough to make your day, white-tailed eagles
circled above the ship and a total of five white-beaked dolphins were sighted on the port and starboard sides. The
stocky-built dolphins were seen porpoising, a behaviour whereby dolphins travel quickly by bringing most of their body
out of the water as they surface and were travelling quickly in the opposite direction to the ship. It was a gentle sail
into Alta with a breath-taking view and wonderful wildlife.

White-beaked dolphin (stock image)
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Thursday 7th March – Alta
There was no watch today as the ship was docked, but along with many passengers we enjoyed the best of Alta, and
a beautiful view of the Northern Lights.
Thursday 7th March – Day at Sea
Again, the morning began quietly with no sightings, but the excitement began when we went inside to complete our
fourth presentation (typical!). We ran outside to try and catch a glimpse of the animal the Captain had announced on
the starboard side, and although we weren’t quite quick enough, there was no denying from the wonderful
photographs taken by passengers, that 2 fin whales had be sighted. At 27m long and with a 10m blow, fin whales are
the second largest animal on the planet and magnificent for anyone to see, but there was an anomaly with the
accounts of the sighting from passengers, with breaching being observed by many. Although it is not unheard of for
fin whales to breach (to jump fully out of the water), it is a rare sight, so we decided to do a bit of investigating. Thanks
to the wonderful photography by one passenger our suspicions were confirmed – there had been 2 species seen, the
first (the tall blows) were indeed the fin whales, but the second (the breaches) was a mother and calf pair of humpback
whales! Humpback whales are known to be a very acrobatic species, and calves are often seen mimicking their
mothers’ behaviours, making a huge splash as they did do!

Humpback whales (mother and calf)
Photo credit – Mike Forsyth

Breaching humpback whales
Photo credit – Petra Norris

Having missed all the excitement in the morning, we were determined to spot some more cetaceans. Unfortunately,
the weather had other ideas, and as the mist rolled in we were forced to take a break from watching. But, as keen
cetacean spotters, we couldn’t resist having our cup of tea near a window, and boy were we rewarded with not 1 but
3 sperm whale sightings! As the largest of the toothed whales (at 17m), sperm whales have a single blow hole, giving
them a very distinctive blow, which angles to the right, our first clue that the animals we were seeing were in-fact
sperm whales. All three of the animals were seen logging – a resting behaviour where they rest after a deep dive and
appear like logs on the surface. This meant that we also got a good look at the whales characteristic large, “box-like”
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head, wrinkly skin and lack of dorsal fin. As the fog began to lift, we ventured outside and we were joined by many
bird species, including arctic terns, gulls and puffins. We were also rewarded with another sperm whale near the
horizon for us all to enjoy.

Sperm Whale from a distance

Sperm Whale blow and back

Friday 8th March – Day at sea
With a high sea-state and swell, we knew it would be a difficult days spotting, but with a high amount of bird activity,
including many diving gannets, we suspected that there were fish around, and where there’s food and birds, there’s
usually something bigger awaiting under the surface.

Flock of gannets

Gannet

And what better animal could we have been rewarded with? A glimpse of a fin over a passenger’s shoulder by Kate
lead to silence on deck, until a clear surface and a loud cry of “ORCA!”. Passengers and Maëva ran from the port side
to join Kate and others on the starboard and watched as a pod of 4 orca (aka killer whales) surfaced near the bow of
the ship. With their large dorsal fin, which can be up to 2 meters high and their distinctive white patch near the eye,
orca are the largest of the dolphin species, although they are commonly mistaken for whales due to the name “killer
whale”. The name killer whale comes from an old description of the species as sea-goers knew them as “whale-killers”.
There are 2 main ecotypes of orca, those who eat marine mammals (transient species), but those which were seen on
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board the Aurora were a resident pod of fish-eating orca. The excitement from us was infectious, and everyone who
saw them with us was on cloud nine for the rest of the day.

3 orca (killer whales)

Orca surfacing

Saturday 9th March – Stavanger
Unfortunately, due to our early arrival time and late departure to and from port, there was no watch on this day.
Sunday 10th March – Day at sea
Unfortunately, our last day at sea was another quiet one with no cetacean sightings. However, our last two days at
sea meant that our “Wildlife Roundup” presentation was packed with sightings! Wildlife officers even measured out
the size of each species seen on stage so passengers could really appreciate all of the magnificent species seen on this
wonderful trip, full 6 species and 23 animals.
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Thank you all for a wonderfully successful voyage and to all the dedicated passengers that layered up on deck with us!
We would also like to thank all P&O and the Captain and crew on the Aurora for having us onboard and to you all for
joining us for our presentations and deck watch and we hope to see you for more spotting soon!

ORCA Cruise Conservationists, Kate and Maëva

For a map of all the marine animals recorded throughout the voyage please see the next page.
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