Norway’s North Cape and Svalbard
22nd July to 3rd August 2019
ORCA Wildlife Report
Welcome from your ORCA Cruise Conservationists: Hazel Pittwood and Lynn Watts
It was a privilege to journey with you during your Norway’s North Cape and Svalbard cruise; ORCA are
extremely grateful to have been invited by P&O to join this very special final cruise of the Oriana. Our role
was 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.
I hope you enjoy reading this report which details some of the amazing wildlife we encountered, and includes
a few photographic reminders.

Lynn Watts & Hazel Pittwood – ORCA Cruise Conservationists
Day 1: Monday 22nd July, Boarding in Southampton
It was a lovely sunny afternoon as we boarded the Oriana for her last cruise as part of the P&O Cruises fleet.
After boarding and settling into our cabin, we headed out onto deck 14 for our first deck watch. We talked
with passengers gathered out on deck, many of whom were evidently sad this would be their last time on
this beautiful ship, talking about their happy memories from previous cruises, including some fantastic whale
and dolphin encounters. We headed down to get dinner full of hope for sharing some amazing wildlife
encounters with guests on this special trip.
Day 2: Tuesday 23rd July. Day at sea. Rounding Cornwall, heading north through the Irish Sea
Upon arriving on deck we were greeted with brilliant conditions, a calm sea state and good visibility!
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Our first sighting of the day was some small dorsal fins breaking the surface far away side which we suspected
were harbour porpoise. The next sighting looked at first like a piece of marine litter, but as we edged closer
it became clear that we were looking at a grey seal! The animal was doing a behaviour called ‘bottling’ where
they rest, bobbing in the water, with their nose pointing up at the sky, swiftly followed by another one.
We then took leave to deliver the first of our presentations; an introduction to the species we might be lucky
enough to see on this cruise. It was very well attended and there were clearly lots of guests excited to look
out for the incredible wildlife of the Arctic region.

A packed lecture Theatre Royal for our first lecture
Returning to deck 14, a guest, Steve, told us he’d spotted a pod of dolphins, not long ago, which he suspected
were Atlantic white-sided dolphins. Another guest showed us photos he’d taken of some animal he’d seen.
We identified one as a bottlenose dolphin mother and calf and another as possible Risso’s dolphins, so it
seemed that we were in an area with a diverse range of species to be seen!
It was a wonderfully busy day and it wasn’t long before splashes in the otherwise still waters revealed the
presence of dolphins. Throughout the afternoon numerous pods were seen, often indicated by
accompanying gannets, with some pods numbering over one hundred animals! To the delight of everyone,
some of the dolphins took an active interest in the ship and came right in alongside us. As they leapt out of
the surf we could see from their beautifully patterned flanks that they were common dolphins and the group
included some females with calves. It appeared that there may have been other species mixed in with the
common dolphin, perhaps more Atlantic white-sided dolphins. An unidentified whale, Jellyfish, a Shark and
a Sunfish were also seen.
Nearly time to head in for dinner, but there was more yet to come! The sea had calmed even more by the
early evening, and as a result we began to spot numerous harbour porpoise, surfacing among the large
numbers of Manx Shearwater and guillemots that were resting in rafts. Everyone’s favourite, the Atlantic
puffin, were seen occasionally too. A very productive first sea day in the Irish Sea – and a sign of more great
things to come!
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Common Dolphin porpoising. Photo credit: Tony Babb

Day 3: Wednesday 24th July. Day at sea. Heading around the Hebrides and onwards towards The Faroe
Islands
A decidedly quieter day on the spotting front than our fabulous run up through the Irish Sea yesterday. We
had brief glimpses of two separate unidentified whales which after consideration we thought were probably
sei whales. They are a large whale, up to 16 metres in length and characteristically the blow hole and the
fin appear almost simultaneously when they are surfacing. One of these was spotted by guest John.
Then an unidentified pod of dolphin appeared in the distance, possibly bottlenose dolphin, before we
headed in for out next presentation in the Theatre Royal. We were heartened by a large number of guests
again present in the Theatre for Hazel’s talk on ORCA’s survey methods for recording cetaceans at sea, and
guidance and advice as how best to identify sea mammals in general, and those in particular, that we were
hoping to see on the rest of our amazing journey.
On returning to deck a family of guests told us they’d seen a minke whale, close enough to see its distinctive
white pectoral fin markings, and some common dolphins. It was also a charming sight to see a number of
Guillemot males, escorting single offspring during its first few weeks at sea!

Guillemot and young
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Visibility was worsening, but we persevered and sighted dolphins feeding in the distance, and then a small
pod of seven common dolphin coming into the ship. This must have been a special treat as it turned out to
be the last sighting of the day. The weather then closed in significantly and we called off our watch.

Common dolphin pod
Day 4: Thursday 25th July, Torshavn
We were up on deck early, hoping for some marine mammal sightings as we sailed towards the capital and
largest town of the Faroe Islands, Torshavn. Through the persistent fog and low clouds we were eventually
rewarded with intermittent atmospheric views of the range of small of outlying craggy green islands, that
lead us in towards Torshavn.
No cetaceans were seen on the route in. We were however delighted by numerous species of ocean and
coastal birds as we got closer to land, including Arctic terns, great skua, herring, lesser and great blackbacked gulls, fulmar and ever present gannet. And, as our approach to port slowed the Ship hooded crow
were sighted, along with black guillemot and common eider with young, shag and cormorant.
Many guests departed on their excursions, looking forward to the prospect of pancakes! Out around town
and the surrounding area a number of other bird species were reported including oystercatcher, redshank,
house sparrow, meadow pipit and starling.
Torshavn gave Oriana a stunning farewell water display from one of its fire-tender boats, which was greatly
enjoyed by many guests out on deck and from many other parts of the ship. What a fabulous send off!

Torshavn’s splendid farewell to the Oriana
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Day 5: Friday 26th July. Day at sea. Heading for the Lofoten Islands
An early attempt to get out onto our usual observation deck was thwarted by the pesky fog as well as gale
force winds, providing very poor sighting opportunities.
The Promenade Deck 7 gave us at least a brief chance to attempt some sightings, but visibility was down to
a few metres and there was clinging fog.
So, admitting defeat on the sightings front, we headed in to prepare for Lynn’s first presentation, entitled
‘Arctic Wildlife: Adaptations to the Cold’ - covering how many animals adapt to very cold climate living,
including whales, dolphins, seals and land animals, such as reindeer and Arctic fox. But not, of course,
forgetting the amazing long preparation and incredibly brief life of the Woolly Bear moth! We hope you all
enjoyed the story.

Lynn presenting in the Theatre Royal
Sighting and surveying continued to be impossible, but we spent an enjoyable time talking with many of you
around the ship, over coffee and tea, and at dinner, about the state of the oceans, threats facing cetaceans
and what can be done, your own wildlife experiences, and, of course, what more we might see on the rest
of our journey together.
Day 6: Saturday 27th July, Lofoten
An early start on Deck 14 showed the fog gradually lifting on approach to Lofoten. There was a distinct
absence of cetaceans, although a Guest did come and tell us of a fin whale blow he’d seen very early in the
morning. However, we were again treated with an increase in bird species as more land came into sight,
including common eider, white-tailed eagles, and common gull. Then the emergence of the sun gave rise
to a hot and balmy day which lifted the spirits. Shorts and tea shirts were the order of the day for shore trips,
at least for those who had packed them, along with their thermals! Starfish and sea urchins were visible in
the stunning clear waters as we left the tender and approached the small harbour via the boardwalk.
On the beautiful shoreline at Lofoten were a lovely range of butterflies, wild flowers and dragon flies, as well
as hooded crow, oystercatcher and fieldfare. Was that Warbler a Greenish warbler or a Willow Warbler?
Was that Redpoll an Arctic Redpoll or a Mealy Redpoll? Questions like this were hotly debated the following
day! We didn’t always come to a conclusion, but whatever they were they were delightful to see. The Arctic
Sea was certainly warm enough to kick the boots off, roll up the trousers and have a beautiful, refreshing
paddle, which alongside ourselves we know many of you also enjoyed.
Back on ship the sail away was, at least to begin with, quite a balmy evening as Oriana sailed. Sightings of
harbour porpoise from our regular Observation Deck 14 were followed by distant whale blows in the later
evening and reminded everyone that they were still out there.
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A lone Redpoll (Arctic or Mealy?) was an unexpected sight a fair distance from land. Then numerous Gannet,
and possible distant sightings of White-tailed Eagles amongst more Gannet, came with an increasing sea
state and chilly strengthening winds, which brought deck watch to a close late in the evening as we
approached open seas again. At the last minute we had a final sighting of the slender, dark coloured animal
seen breaching twice. This was possibly neaked or minke whale, but difficult to tell in the poor light
conditions.

Beautiful Lofoten

Common Gull. Photo Credit: Steve Graham
Day 7: Sunday 28th July. Day at sea. Heading for Honningsvaag
We went out for a very early start, only to be disappointed by a sea state of 8! The sea state is a numerical
guide to describe the wave formation created by the wind. For a good chance of sightings a sea state of 3
or less is ideal – sea state 3 being large wavelets; crests beginning to break; few white caps. Anything above
that means there’s an increasing likelihood of missing marine mammals that are out there.
However, we and our guests were rewarded with several unidentified whale blows, and a humpback whale
sighting. We continued to be accompanied by gannet flying above Oriana for much of the day, fulmar -now
starting to show the darker, ‘Blue Phase’ plumage more common as we travel further north and lovely
kittiwakes.
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Fulmar Blue Phase
But as conditions deteriorated it was back inside to enjoy more conversations with many of our deck
companions and other lovely guests talking about sightings to date, looking at photos and generally sharing
marine wildlife experiences over tea, coffee and breakfast.
And then onto the Theatre Royal for our next presentation in which Hazel presented a fascinating and
informative talk on Polar Bears and Pinnipeds (the family of which includes Seals and Walrus’s), in which she
described the habits and species which we would all hope to see as we travelled further north.
We knew that conditions weren’t favourable outside, but as we emerged from the presentation excited
guests reported orcas had been sighted whilst our talk was underway in the theatre. How lucky were they,
and how green with envy the rest of us were!!!
A dash to the decks ensued, but conditions were not improving and we arranged a chat session with guests
in the Crow’s Nest. We invited them to come and talk with us, raise questions and share their own ocean
wildlife experiences, photos or videos with us.
We spent a lovely couple of hours with some of our faithful deck watch companions and several guests who
we had not had the opportunity to meet previously. Our discussions were wide ranging across cetacean,
bird and butterfly species, and well as being wowed by the descriptions, amazing photos and videos of
previous marine mammal experiences that guests shared with us.

Day 8: Monday 29th July. Cruise by Norway’s North Cape and arrival in Honningsvaag
We and a few stalwart guests were out very early on the Promenade Deck in the hope of some early cetacean
sightings, and also sight of Norway’s North Cape, which is a landmark destination marking the Northern most
point of the European continent. After a significant amount of low cloud and early mist we were rewarded
with quite a clear sight of the North Cape, with the bonus of rainbows in various aspects for the next hour
or so. But the sea state was not favourable for good sightings and sadly we saw none, but the fabulous
scenery somewhat made up for it.

Charity No: 1141728

www.orcaweb.org.uk

Incredible Norwegian Scenery
Sea birds were keeping us company once more, with Atlantic puffins always a pleasure to see, as well as
great and Arctic skuas being sighted.

Great Skua harassing a Gannet Credit: Tony Babb
Guests departed at intervals for their excursions, while some of us explored the locality of Honningsgvaag,
with several guests hiking up the local hills for scenic views and a chance to see some of the local wildlife at
closer quarters.
Day 9: Tuesday 30th July. Day at sea. En-route to Longyearbyen
A day of mixed fortunes.
A delightful early morning with 70+ white-beaked dolphins sighted in several pods, with some attracted to
come right into the ship. Then we had to take our leave of the deck to deliver the next presentation, which
was the one Lynn gave entitled ‘How long can a whale hold its breath for?’ all about the amazing physical
challenges that deep diving whales have overcome to be able to dive for their food in the deepest parts of
our oceans.
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White-beaked Dolphin
What was happening outside whilst we were ensconced in the plush comfort once more of the Theatre Royal
for an 11.00 am start? Yes you’ve guessed it – more orcas, a humpback whale and dolphins were spotted
between 11.05 – 11.15 am!!!
We returned to deck watch in the afternoon. Things were fairly quiet with a couple of minke whale sightings
and a sighting by Hazel and I of a sei whale very, very close to the bow of the ship appearing to rapidly change
direction to avoid being struck. We breathed a sigh of relief.
A medical emergency brought sighting and surveying to a close for the rest of the day mid-afternoon, as
Oriana was turned around to be in the vicinity of Bear Island for a medical evacuation. All guests were asked
to return to cabins whilst the evacuation was being carried out. Our best wishes are of course that all went
well for the patient as well as the family and friends of those who were involved.

Minke whale surfacing
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A breaching minke whale
Day 10: Wednesday 31st July. Longyearbyen, Svalbard, and Cruise by of Templefjord, Nordenskiold Glacier
and Pyramiden.
A crack of dawn start – oh but of course there is no dusk or dawn in this land of the mid-night sun! But this
early attempt found us out on deck in the ‘wee morning hours’ with a few of our hardy companions searching
for the walrus and seals, but to no avail.
However, we experienced some awesome views on our initially misty approach to Longyearbyen, with a
whale blow and a sighting of a minke whale to reward us, and a glaucous gull as we approached the dock.
The sun then shone brightly in a beautiful clear blue sky as many of you left for exciting excursions once we’d
docked in Longyearbyen. Or, as we also did, took a very interesting walk around this most northerly family
community settlement where the sun disappears from the horizon on October 5 th each year – not to return
until March 8th – when the whole community celebrates the Sun Day.

Exploring Longyearbyen
Longyearbyen clearly shows its industrial heritage, but the colourful houses, amongst the stark mountains
were impressive, also enhanced by the sight of reindeer grazing in the distance, snow bunting flitting around
the town, barnacle geese with young and nesting Arctic skua visible on the edges of the town.
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Arctic Skua

Barnacle Goose

Glaucous Gull. Photo Credit: Steve Graham
Many of us will have seen a few polar bears – well, a metal sculptured one, a graffiti one and a stuffed one
at least - but on and independent trip two very lucky guests saw a Polar Bear in its natural habitat. How
many of you also spotted the world’s most Northern fuel station?

Seen by Aiden and Eamonn on their independent excursion
In the still, beautiful, clear and remarkably mild weather, the Oriana then brought forward both glacier sail
bys to that evening, making most of amazing conditions, to visit Templefjord and Nordenskiold Glacier and
Pyramiden that day.
As we sailed up Templefjord there were masses of sea birds. The majority of these were fulmar (blue fulmar)
as well as significant numbers of kittiwake too. We encouraged guests to keep an eye on them and then the
belugas appeared!!! Yes, Beluga’s, BELUGAs, BELUGAs!!!! These Beluga’s were quite easy to spot, but
amongst the ice flows you could see how their adult white colour (calves being a light brownish colour) helps
them to blend into the ice flows, and be camouflaged from their main predator the Polar
Charity No: 1141728

www.orcaweb.org.uk

Bear. But, if that sighting wasn’t exciting enough a humpback whale appeared right next to the ship on the
Starboard side, pectoral fin slapping and then another humpback whale dived straight ahead of us displaying
it’s magnificent tail fluke – WOW.

Humpback whale pectoral fin slapping

Beluga whale

Beluga whale with humpback whale tail fluking in the background!
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We sailed on leisurely for the ship to stand in awe of the magnificent glacier at the end of Templefjord, and
enable all on board plenty of time to absorb the incredible views. Oriana then sailed to the Nordenskiold
Glacier for its next cruise by of this spectacular evening.

Templefjord at midnight
Once again an enormous number of fulmar and kittiwake were present, rafting on the sea, flying alongside
or engaging in what appeared to be a feeding frenzy as the ship slowly turned at the end of the fjords,
apparently churning up the waters providing unexpected feeding opportunities for the birds.
And, then for those of us on the ‘wrong’ side of the ship for the first sighting of belugas several of us were
fortunate to see a further small pod on the second leg of the glacier cruise by’s.
Thrilled and exhausted, we and many, many guests retired sometime around 1.30 am – what a truly
remarkable day!
Day 11: Thursday 1st August. Day at sea. Heading towards Tromso
As soon as we arrived on deck, the sightings started coming in thick and fast! There were 14 separate
cetacean sightings recorded before our next presentation was due in the Theatre Royal that morning. These
included several whale blows and seven separate pods of white-beaked dolphins as well as two Northern
bottlenose whale – a deep diving beaked whale with a distinctive, very bulbous head and a species that was
very heavily hunted up to the 1970’s.
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White-beaked Dolphin surfacing
But, we had to tear ourselves away for our next presentation at 11.00am, and it was heart-warming,
considering the amazing cetacean watching conditions outside, just how many of you joined us for the talk
by Lynn about our Feathered Ocean Friends. So, a big thanks for that.
At the end of the presentation a guest showed us a photo of a recent enormous whale blow close to the
horizon – there was little doubt that it was from a blue whale. Very exciting to know that one had been in
the vicinity! And so, the aim was a quick change, a dash for lunch, and then back out on deck. But whale
blows and other sightings carried on through the windows of The Conservatory through lunch, with shrieks
of delight and people dashing across constantly to get better view – it was amazing.
Back to actual deck watch, with the calm sea state hardly having changed, and the slow passage of the ship
back towards Norway enhancing our sighting opportunities.
And, they kept coming…we had not even got our data logger up and running before a fin whale was spotted
especially close to ship on Starboard side, followed by an amazing group of three more fin whales, rendering
everyone on deck silent in awe of these huge creatures , apart from the sound of camera shutters going off
that is!
As if it couldn’t get any better we then had the bonus of our very first sperm whale sighting of the trip, seen
in middle distance, unmistakably blowing at a 45degree angle and logging on surface, before going into a
dive. After having anticipated such a sighting for many days, it was a joy to have seen a sperm whale before
it disappeared under the water again.
At least eight more pods of white-beaked dolphin were seen that day, leading us to a full count for the day
of in excess of 80 dolphins, plus nine more recorded whale blows, at least one more fin whale and another
fabulous Northern bottlenose whale.
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What an incredible day and those numbers are what we were able to capture on our ‘Logger’ system for the
valuable data we collect and provide free to aid research and policy development to help protect these
amazing animals. But, as you will know you will have sighted many more through the day and it’s heartening
to know they are out there.

Three fin whales (front one just diving)

Sperm Whale angled blow (left) logging (right)
Day 12: Friday 2nd August. Day at sea. Heading to Tromso
A calm sea, a little up on yesterday but still potentially good for sightings, but a very quiet couple of hours in
the morning, with only an unidentified whale and a medium sized cetacean to add to the records. Then it
was time to get ready for the final ‘Round up’ presentation.
We were hoping for a repeat of yesterday’s ‘crazy day’, which was heightened by a cetacean sighting out of
the windows on our way to the theatre – leading us to consider holding our session outside – but when we
realised our assembled audience was numbering 450+, that was clearly off the cards!
It was fantastic that so many of you came to the Theatre for the round up, and you all seemed to very much
enjoy a reminder of what had been seen over the previous two weeks. And it also was fun reminding you
(by rolling out our big tape measure) of just how big some of these magnificent animals that we’d had the
privilege of seeing really are!
We very much appreciated your warm and enthusiastic responses to all our presentations and the ensuing
conversations, and shared photo ID opportunities we had with you throughout the whole of the trip.
But, then we had to drag ourselves away to get down to the cabin to pack!
Charity No: 1141728

www.orcaweb.org.uk

Hazel presenting our ‘Round Up’ talk
Day 13: Saturday 3rd August – Tromso and goodbye from Hazel and Lynn
After breakfast it was nearly time to depart. Whilst we waited with our luggage it was lovely to carry on
saying our goodbyes and having a last chance to talk with many of you about what we had seen, and discuss
the species to look out for on your way back down the coast of Norway and through the Irish Sea to
Southampton. We sincerely hope you all had amazing time on the rest of your cruise, with fabulous sightings
continuing to bring smiles to your faces, as well as celebrating the end of an era on your way back to
Southampton.
Thank you from your ORCA Cruise Conservationists
We would like to extend a special thank you to our companion deck watchers, both those new to searching
the oceans for cetaceans, or like many of you already well informed and great spotters. Your enthusiasm,
and keen eyes, helped us to record far more as a group than we could have done on our own, and you
generously gave extra support to help other guests to see cetaceans in their natural environment. That thank
you also goes to the many lovely guests who greeted and spoke with us all and every day enthusiastically
about our and their sightings, and ORCA’s work, throughout the cruise.
It was such a privilege to have been part of Oriana’s last voyage with P&O, and to have shared that
opportunity with so many generous spirited people, who also have an interest and passion as we do in the
amazing ocean creatures we encountered.
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We would also like to thank the Captain, Sarah Breton, her Production Manager and her friendly, interested
and very helpful crew.
ORCA extends our sincere gratitude to P&O providing us with this opportunity to showcase the incredible
wildlife on route to Norway’s North Cape and Svalbard for the conservation of cetaceans (whales, dolphins
and porpoises).
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

Credit: Steve Graham
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Birds and butterflies seen – A List compiled by guest Steve Graham and ORCA
Birds
Red-thoated Loon
Northern Fulmar
Manx Shearwater
Gannet
Cormorant
Shag
Grey Heron
Pink-footed Goose
Barnacle Goose
Mallard
Common Eider
Red-breasted Merganser
White-tailed Eagle
Oystercatcher
Ringed Plover
Little Stint
Butterflies
Common Blue
Cranberry Blue
Dark Green Fritillary
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Purple Sandpiper
Dunlin
Common Redshank
Arctic Skua
Long-tailed Skua
Great Skua
Black-headed Gull
Lesser Black-backed Gull
Great Black-backed Gull
Herring Gull
Glaucous Gull
Black-legged Kittiwake
Arctic Tern
Common Tern
Guillemot
Brünnichs Guillemot

Black Guillemot
Little Auk
Atlantic Puffin
Storm Petrel
Meadow Pipit
White Wagtail
Robin
Blackbird
Goldcrest
Magpie
Hooded Crow
Starling
House Sparrow
Greenfinch
Lesser Redpoll
Common Redpoll

Arctic Ringlet
Woodland Arctic Ringlet
Small Tortoiseshell

Painted Lady
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