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Dear Friends,

Splash is now 10 issues old! So rather than my
usual preamble I would like to use this space to
say THANK YOU. Thank you to all of you who
bought the introductory issue and have decided
to support the BDRP in this way. We really do
appreciate your help.

Part of the BDRP’s mission statement is to
educate and inform and I hope that we continue
to do this through Splash. Only by raising
awareness of the issues that threaten our
whales and dolphins can we begin to
understand save them. We still have a long way
to go as the latest news from the International
Whaling Commission has shown.

There is still a lot to learn about the cetaceans,
seabirds and other marine life of the Bay of
Biscay and the English Channel. The more data
we collect the better an understanding we have
of the distribution and relative abundance of our
whales and dolphins. This information can then
inform scientists and policy makers facilitating
decision making that affect the conservation of
our cetaceans.

Many of you have filled in and completed the
Standing Order forms that were sent out with
Issue 9 of Splash. Once again thank you. As
you know we are a non profit organisation that
relies on volunteers and donations to fund its
work and your valuable help will fund future
research and educational work helping the
whales and dolphins on the Bay of Biscay and
the English Channel. Further forms can be
obtained by emailing myself at the address
below or onboard the Pride of Bilbao.

Now take the time to enjoy what’s left of the
summer. If you can’t get out on board the Pride
of Bilbao then find yourself a nice safe headland
on a calm clear day with a good vantage point.
Arm yourself with a good pair of binoculars and
a picnic and with a little patience and luck you
may just get a glimpse of a dorsal fin.
All the best

Duncan Fyfe
Supporters Group Officer & Splash Editor
Duncan.Fyfe@biscay-dolphin.org.uk

February

21-24th February was the first trip since the
ships refit. Southbound there was force 3-6 and
northbound force 3-4. Common and Striped
Dolphin were encountered as were 5 fin whales.
Common Dolphins were the only species seen
on the subsequent trips when sea conditions
ranged between 2 and 6.

March

On 3-5th March the delayed sailing times meant
that the BDRP were able to monitor areas not
transacted in daylight so far during 2006.
Common Dolphin had been observed in
fragmented small groups since the ship
resumed passage after refit in February - these
being seen in the Lower Channel and Southwest
Approaches. The Northbound transect yielded
many larger groups on the shelf break. 6-8
March 150 Common and 40 Striped Dolphin
were recorded.

Common Dolphin numbers remained at this
level (90-150) throughout March. A group of 10
Striped Dolphin were seen on 18th-20th March.

The March survey was eventful but not in ways
we would have hoped for. Southbound the day
started at 06:00 on the Bridge with reasonable
visibility and force 3-5 South Westerly winds
being the order of the day until 18:30. The
largest cetacean encounter was mid afternoon
when an amalgamation of several small groups
of Common Dolphin came into bow ride. The
encounter lasted a good 7 minutes and the
cetacean count of 91 is most certainly an under
estimate.

The ship was a little late leaving port
Northbound so it wasn’t until after 14:00 that the
team began surveying in force 5. Fortunately
this soon reduced to force 2 for the remainder of
the day. Encounters with Striped Dolphin in the
late afternoon were welcome. One ‘Stripey’ was
observed leaping adjacent to an unidentified
cetacean that barely broke the surface, but from
the relative size and shape the first impression
was of possible female Pilot Whale, but no other
similar creature was seen so was recrded as
‘cetacean sp.’ However, not long after they had

Contact information:
Biscay Dolphin Research Programme
21,Southernhay Road
Verwood
Dorset
BH31 7AN
Tel: 01202 827957



23-26th March 2006
Survey results

Cetaceans

Common Dolphin     91
Striped Dolphin       21
Cuviers Beaked Whale       2
Mesoplodont sp       2
Dolphin Sp       2
Cetacean sp       1

Total Animals                    119

Birds

Fulmar   107
Manx Shearwater       2
Gannet   646
Cormorant     11
Great Skua     16
Little Gull       4
Lesser Black-Backed Gull   162
Yellow-legged Gull       2
Greater Black-backed Gull        4
Kittiwake     77
Arctic Tern       1
Guillemot       7
Razorbill     12
Auk Sp.       6
Brent Goose   120
Grey Heron       1
Chaffinch       1
Starling       1
Hirundine sp       2

Research Team: Duncan Fyfe, Judith Scott,
Jenny Haley

an encounter with 2 unidentified Beaked Whale
so who know knows what it could have been?

The second day northbound was a strange day.
The clocks went forward in the wee hours and
together with the lost time the previous day the
team started the survey much further west than
would be usual for this time of year.
Unfortunately this didn’t result in any cetacean
sightings. A grey heron circled the ship from
dawn until 10:30.

Unfortunately the survey was halted for a few
hours to accommodate a medical evacuation.
The team continued surveying right up until last
light at 19:45 which resulted in a few Bonxies
(Great Skua), Kittiwakes, Manx Shearwater and
Little Gull.

April

Bottlenose Dolphin were seen by shore based
observers at the beginning of the month. This
species was also observed from the Pride of
Bilbao on 2-4th April and the 1st Basking shark of
the year was also seen on this sailing as were 2
Pilot Whale. On the 11-13 April Clive Martin,
Senior Wildlife Officer, reported 3 Sperm Whale
– 2 adult and 1 juvenile. It is interesting to note
that at exactly the same time last year he
encountered a nursery group of Sperm Whales
with a calf off the shelf edge. On 11th -13th April
2006 Clive also reported 1 Risso Dolphin, 71
common and 18 Striped Dolphin. 4 sperm
whales were again encountered on the 14th -16th

as well as 2 Fin Whale, 40 Striped, 6 Bottlenose
and 25 Common Dolphin, 16 Pilot Whale and
1Cuvier’s Beaked Whale. The latter species was
observed from subsequent trips in April.

Sunrise for the April survey team was about
06:15. They started to encounter their first
groups of dolphins, mainly Common, at just after
half past ten and four sightings with numbers
between 1 and 5 were made between 10:36 and
14:11.

Common Dolphin coming into Bow Ride

As they approached the 3,000 metre contour the
cetacean activity picked up markedly, starting
with a pod of 13 Pilot Whales and continuing
with 5 Sperm Whales (in two sightings) between
15:30 and 15:50. As they progressed to deeper
waters beaked whales began to show with two
unidentified animals and one definite Northern
Bottlenose Whale in a period of 32 minutes from
18:30, all loosely associated with dolphins.
Dolphin sightings were regular throughout the
afternoon from about a quarter past four until
(and no doubt after) dusk.  Watch finished with a
magnificent and very close 8 metre Basking
Shark at just before 8:30pm.

© Clive Martin, BDRP



22nd – 25th Apr il
Survey Results

Cetaceans

Common Dolphin       94
Striped Dolphin       442
Bottlenose Dolphin       13
Pilot Whale       31
Northern Bottlenose Whale         2
Cuviers Beaked Whale         8
Sperm Whale         5
Large Rorqual         6
Beaked Whale sp         8
Dolphin Sp     141
Cetacean sp         1

Total Animals                 752

Birds

Fulmar     35
Manx Shearwater       6
Shearwater sp       8
Storm-Petrel sp     15
Gannet   166
Shag       1
Great Skua       5
Arctic Skua       1
Yellow-legged Gull       5
Lesser Black-backed Gull     76
Greater Black-backed Gull        4
Kittiwake       3
Gull Sp       1
Sandwich Tern     15
Little Tern       1
‘Commic’  Tern       3
Guillemot     13
Razorbill       4
Auk Sp.       4
Kestrel       1
Whimbrel     59
Oystercatcher       1
Brent Goose   120
Turnstone       1
Swift       1
Pipit sp       1
Pied Wagtail       1
Barn Swallow     13
Grey Heron       1

Research Team: Bob Graves, Adrian
Shephard, Chris Beach

The weather conditions for the first day of the
return leg started with a force 2 from the NE but
quickly reduced through force 1 to flat calm
conditions again. It didn’t take too long for the
cetacean action to start again with the first
dolphins (unidentified) being picked up at
around 13:20.  It doesn’t take long to get in to
deeper water after leaving Spain and by 14:30
the team had picked up a group of 4 large
rorquals, probably Fin Whales. Excellent
cetacean activity continued throughout the
afternoon, with plenty of dolphin activity – mainly
Striped but also a fair few Common (including

some mixed groups). The count of 80 ‘dolphin
sp.’ almost certainly involved the same two
species but poor light and distance meant a
positive identification couldn’t be made.  There
were also a number of larger cetaceans
consisting of a pod of 18 Pilot Whales followed
by 8 Cuvier’s Beaked Whales in a single group,
then 5 large beaked whales, probably Northern
Bottlenose, and finishing with a fine view of a
very sizeable definite Northen Bottlenose Whale
which surfaced a few times before sounding at
16:26.

The final day was most definitely quiet with no
cetacean sightings. On the subsequent sailing
Senior Wildlife Officer Clive Martin recorded 5
Sperm Whales, 101Striped Dolphin, 63
Common Dolphin, 48 Bottlenose Dolphin, 15
Pilot Whale, 1 Minke Whale, 1 Basking Shark
and a migratory Osprey. He also made an
exciting recording of what were either Pygmy
Killer or Melon Headed Whale, both having been
recorded in Biscay previously.

Pygmy Killer and Melon Headed Whales are
both members of the Blackfish family of
cetaceans. This family also includes the more
familiar Pilot Whale. Pygmy Killers and Melon
Headed Whales can be very difficult to identify
and to distinguish between in the wild. Both are
known to be predatory animals and I personally
have witnessed the later in South Africa
harassing larger Pilot Whales with calves.

Pygmy Killer Whale: the Pygmy Killer Whale is a
more robust animal than the melon headed
whale with a darker cape and these features
may sometimes assist identification. However,
identification at sea is notoriously difficult.

May

Bottlenose Dolphin were again seen in Poole
Bay, Swanage Bay and Durlston Head between
6th and 10th May.

Relief wildlife officer Jackie Smith encountered
thick fog on the northern continental shelf for the
2nd-4th May mini cruise but this didn’t stop her
from observing 6 Fin Whale, 10 Striped Dolphin,
74 Common Dolphin, 5 Pilot Whale, a possible
Sei whale, 3 Harbour Porpoise, 1 Basking Shark



25-28 May 2006
Survey Results

Cetaceans

Common Dolphin       80
Striped Dolphin         67
Striped/Common mixed group     650
Dolphin sp       34
Fin Whale        2

Total Animals               833  

Birds

Black-throated diver       1
Fulmar     12
Manx Shearwater       5
Corys Shearwater       1
Storm-Petrel     10
Gannet   164
Common Scoter     11
Ruddy Turnstone       1
Yellow-legged Gull       5
Great Skua       2
Herring Gull       1
Yellow-legged Gull       7
Lesser Black-backed Gull    187
Greater Black-backed Gull        2
Kittiwake       2
Gull sp       4
Sandwich Tern       1
Little Tern       1
Common Tern       2
Guillemot       1
House Martin        6
Barn Swallow       5

Research Team: James Phillips, Nigel
Symes, Jo Wharam

and 2 Sunfish. Clive Martin was back on board
for the 5th-7th when 271 Common Dolphin, 116
Bottlenose Dolphin, 106 Striped Dolphin, 1
Minke Whale and 269 Pilot Whale were included
amongst the sightings! Sightings for the
following trip included 4 Cuviers Beaked Whale,
11 Fin Whale and 1266 Common Dolphin with a
single pod of over 1000 dolphins. The weather
remained at force 2-4 for the next 2 sailings but
built to a force 9 on 20-22nd of the month.
However, Clive Martin encountered 8 probably
Cuviers Beaked Whale, 8 Fin Whale, 32
Common Dolphin, 22 Striped and 8 Bottlenose.
The survey team on 25-28th May woke up to a
deep sea mist but it soon cleared and recording
started at 10.48.  There were no cetacean
sightings that day and only a few Gannets, 2
Manx Shearwater and 3 Storm Petrel to liven
things up. In an attempt to make up for the lack
of biodiversity the previous day the team all
went up the infamous hill. This casual bird count
was certainly much better and Griffon Vulture,
Short-toed Eagle, Black Kite, Hen Harrier,
Hobby and Kestrel made up the impressive bird
of prey list.

Later that same day on the first of the 2
northbound survey days 2 Fin Whale were
encountered before the fog returned. However,
they did manage to log 96 dolphin coming into
bow ride, including a group of 64 Common
Dolphin. Once the fog cleared at 19:57 revealing
clear blue skies and an evening sun a large
mixed group of Common and Striped Dolphin,
estimated to be at least 650 animals, were
encountered. They also recorded many calves
in the group.

The mighty Fin Whale: second largest animal on
the planet.

At the end of the month Relief Wildlife Officer
John Arnott reported extensive phytoplankton or
algal blooms in the southern bay. These algal
blooms can quite literally turn the sea red and
produce what is know as a red tide (see issue 4
of splash for details).

June

June got off to a promising start with a variety of
exciting cetacean encounters recorded by Clive
Martin. The 1st-3rd June had 1 Sperm Whale, 5
Fin Whale, 40 Pilot Whale, 3 Minke Whale, 1
Risso’s Dolphin, 527Striped Dolphin, 1245
Common Dolphin, 20 Bottlenose Dolphin, 39
Harbour Porpoise and a probable True’s Beaked
Whale. Good sighting conditions continued and
the light breeze and near mirror calm conditions
facilitated further good sightings. Striped Dolphin
were observed in very large numbers with one
area of water yielding sightings for a period of
nearly 40 minutes. A total of 3,350 Striped
Dolphin were seen during the trip. False Killer
Whales were also seen in a group of 35 with 2
small calves. This was a very tight group which
displayed typical ‘head surging’ behaviour. The
first day northbound finished with a fine sunset
and a mighty fin whale surrounded by over 600

© Clive Martin, BDRP



24-27th June 2006
Survey Results

Cetaceans

Bottlenose Dolphin             9
Common Dolphin       14050
Striped Dolphin           588
Rissos Dolphin             5
Harbour Porpoise           38
Minke Whale            1
Northern Bottlenose Whale            3
Cuvier’s Beaked Whale            3
Pilot Whale          20
Large Rorqual sp            1
Beaked Whale sp            3
Dolphin sp        129
Small cetacean sp            1

Total Animals              2207

Birds
Fulmar        55
Cory’s Shearwater          7
Manx Shearwater          8
Sooty Shearwater          1
Storm-petrel        29
Wilson’s Petrel          1
Gannet       812
Great Skua           3
Herring Gull        85
Yellow-legged Gull          9
Lesser Black-backed Gull        71
Great Black-backed Gull        27
Large Gull sp          2
Guillemot          1

Plus
Ocean Sunfish          8
Basking Shark          2

Research Team: Russell Neave, Adrian
Shephard, Duncan Fyfe

Striped Dolphin all feeding together. A possible
Sei Whale was seen on the 10th-12th June.
Calm conditions persisted throughout much of
the month but with some haze or fog. The 16th-
18th June was another exciting trip with 5 False
Killer Whales and 3 Killer Whales being added
to the list that included 3459 Common Dolphin,
47 Pilot Whale, 1 Sperm Whale, 5 Cuvier’s
Beaked Whale and 3 Fin Whale. Fin Whale
numbers were low throughout June but this has
often been the pattern in previous years when
they tend to disappear from the ‘transect.’ Non
one knows what happens to them during this
time but we hope future BDRP research will
provide some answers. Emma Webb was Relief
Wildlife officer for the 22-24th June and
encountered varied sea conditions. She did
however also encounter 3 Killer Whale and 4
False Killer whale as well as 258 Bottlenose
Dolphin, 2334 Common Dolphin and 66 Pilot
Whale. Basking Shark were also seen all at one
time in the English Channel. Jackie Smith took
over as relief Wildlife Officer on the 25th and had
another exciting trip. The survey team were also
on board. They had a very successful trip with
11 cetacean species from approximately 100
sightings.

The southbound leg of the survey began at first
light at 04.30, when it was just beginning to get
light. The first sighting was a Basking Shark
which passed close down the port side at
04.50.By 07.30 sea state was down to a 1. The
first cetaceans were a group of 4 Bottlenose
Dolphin at 08.30. From then until early afternoon
the team had a total of 19 sightings of Harbour
Porpoise from singles up to 3 facilitated by the
calm conditions. A bit of haze on the horizon
and some cloud later in the morning at least cut
out the sun glare off the water and made for
good viewing conditions. A few sightings of
Common Dolphin and Sunfish were amongst the
Porpoise. The ship ran continued into deep
water and finally ran parallel to the continental
shelf. Shortly after hitting the deep water a
Northern Bottlenose Whale passed close by and
shortly after that a group of 15 Striped Dolphins.
After an hour and a half quiet spell and then the
team’s largest encounter was a group of 400
Common Dolphin then until dark there was
never more than 20 minutes between sightings,
mostly Common Dolphin but also more Striped,
some coming into the bow with the Commons. A
pod of 5 Risso’s added to the species mix. With
the light failing the team stopped recording at
21.30.

Northbound the team were on the bridge for
13.00 and headed into force 3 in cloudy
conditions. The wind dropped to a 2 by 14.00,

the cloud began to break and the remainder of
the afternoon was generally sunny. A small
beaked whale put in an all too brief appearance
at 14.23 moving away to port. At 14.53 a rorqual
blow ahead was lost until a medium sized
animal appeared minutes later, off the starboard
side. The animal rolled and revealed both blow
hole and dorsal at the same time before
disappearing. A large rorqual blow seen later
was probably Fin. The first Pilot Whales, a group
of 5, were spotted at 16.23. Three Cuvier’s
Beaked Whale went down the starboard side
with another 2 animals not long after, that were
also probably also Cuvier’s.

Dorsal fin of a male Cuviers Beaked Whale



Two more Northern Bottlenose Whale preceded
a good run of sightings up to dark. Common
Dolphin were dominant with some Striped
including one pod of c200. Several groups were
in tight formation and seemed to be feeding,
showing no interest in coming into the boat. One
pod of Pilot Whales included one individual,
probably a juvenile by size, that appeared to be
laying on its back and waving both flippers in the
air. The team packed up at 21.30 but stayed on
the bridge for a further 15 minutes and enjoyed
shadow cetaceans moving through the black
and orange oily sea; dolphins, Pilot Whale and
what was probably another Northern Bottlenose
Whale and basking shark.

Second day north bound began with a glorious
sunrise but was low on cetacean sightings, the
highlight being a Minke Whale at 9.10 followed
by a couple more Harbour Porpoise and a
Basking Shark.

Breaching Minke Whale: note the white bands
on the pectoral fin which can sometimes be
seen when the animal is breaching

June ended with highlights for Senior Wildlife
Officer Clive Martin being 4 Atlantic White-sided
Dolphin on the 28th - 30th plus 8 Sperm Whale.

Whaling Back on the
International Agenda

Japan has won a symbolic and rather disturbing
battle in its campaign to restart commercial
whaling. Japan, backed by other pro-whaling
nations, including Iceland, recently forced the
International Whaling Commission (IWC) to
declare that a 20-year old moratorium on
commercial whaling was "no longer necessary".
The declaration was passed by a vote of 33 to

32 amid jeering and claims of Japan buying its
votes (through large donations to developing
fishing nations). Fortunately there is still some
way to go before the ban on commercial whaling
is lifted but this development is rather worrying
to say the least. Japan and it’s allies claim that
whale numbers are now sustainable and that
they need to be culled in order to conserve fish
stocks. The fact that the rest of the scientific
world knows that overfishing is the main reason
for declining fish stocks conveniently seems to
pass them by. The back lash against Japan has
started but its worrying times for our cetaceans.
For more information visit the iwc web site:
http://www.iwcoffice.org/index.htm

or navigate the links from the Whale and
Dolphin conservation website:
www.wdcs.org/dan/publishing.nsf

Whale Watching in the Azores
with the BDRP and Whale Watch
Azores

Through Marine Life the BDRP in conjunction
with Whale Watch Azores are pleased to
announce trips in 2006 and 2007 to the Azores.

Travel to the beauty and tranquility of the Azores
to see Whales and Dolphins including the
Sperm Whale, which is regularly encountered
and researched. Other regular species seen
include Pilot Whale, Common, Bottlenose,
Risso's, Striped and Spotted Dolphin. Tours
average 6-7 species of which 20 species have
been recorded including Blue Whale, Sei
Whale, Northern Bottlenose Whale, Pygmy
Sperm Whale, Sowerby's Beaked Whale,
True's Beaked Whale and Killer Whale. The
islands proximity to cetaceans allows for daily
trips of 7-8 hours at sea in a quiet, comfortable
catamaran. Tours will have 1-3 days to explore
the islands.

Various dates and length of itinerary are
available. For further details please visit
http://www.biscay-dolphin.org.uk/azorestrips.html

or for a brochure contact Whale Watch Azores,
quoting MBDRP GEN 06  when booking 2006
trips and MBDRP DED 07 for 2007.

Casa do Lado
Rua D. Pedro IV, 23
Horta, 9900-111
Faial
Azores
Portugal
Telephone 00 351 292 392 427



Nigel Symes

Survey Team Leader and
Ornithologist

 I suppose I fall into the category of people that
most folk think are weird; I am a bit of a pelagic
nut. I have always been fascinated by the sea
and marine life ever since a crossing from
Lerwick to Aberdeen in a force 9 when I first saw
Manx Shearwaters and Storm Petrels at the age
of 9, and would spend hours on the beach at
Scarborough watching skuas attacking migrating
terns close into the beach.

I first crossed the Bay of Biscay in summer 1989
enroute to the Picos de Europa, via almost
unknown waters (from a marine life point of
view). On that trip we encountered several
pelagic seabirds, including Great and Cory’s
Shearwaters and Sabine’s Gull, as well as
several (what we speculatively identified as)
Common and Striped dolphins, and a Fin Whale
– something we thought impossible at the time.
The point is, I was hooked; I had to go back to
prove this wasn’t a figment of our imaginations!
and I went back every year since - just for the
marine life, notching-up 30 odd crossings to
1997, when I had a chance encounter with a
former colleague, who happened to be a leading
light in the then very small band of dedicated
surveyors of the BDRP, who suggested I should
join.

Tom Brereton (now a Director of BDRP) and I
had both worked for the RSPB, Tom went onto
other things, but I have stayed with the Society,
where despite my abiding passion for the marine
environment, I have gone on to specialise in the

conservation of lowland heathland and native
woodlands!

Since joining the BDRP survey team I have
undertaken four or five surveys a year, and have
seen a total of 17 cetacean species and over
100 species of bird at sea! Surveying is
essential to our understanding of the species
that use the marine environment; using the
same technique, with the same numbers of
eyes, monthly, repeatedly throughout the year,
we are building a very detailed understanding of
the at-surface marine life in the Bay of Biscay.
Although the hours are long (dawn till dusk
throughout the return passage) and sometimes
there isn’t a lot on view, even in the depths of
winter the unusual is always there to be
encountered.

There have been many highlights, some really
stand out; for instance the Blue Whale within
200 metres of the ship in 2000, a mother and
calf Sperm Whales that surfaced so close to the
side of the ship they had to take emergency
evasive action, and the Pygmy Killer Whale
harassing a pod of Pilot Whales, just like the
African Hunting Dogs on Planet Earth! The bird
highlights are many but finding Swinhoe’s Storm
Petrel was great, and the perhaps 10s of
thousands of large shearwaters that were in the
Bay in the late 1990s and again last year stand
out.

Nigel Symes, centre, pictured with fellow BDRP
researchers Andy Schofield (left) and Darren
Fanner (right) onboard the Pride of Bilbao.



Judith Scott

BDRP Survey Team Member

Judith Scott pictured with Dr Payne of the
research boat Odyssey

My name is Judith Scott and I am one of the
BDRP research team on the Pride of Bilbao.
Before helping conduct research in the Bay of
Biscay, I worked on a different research vessel
named the Odyssey, which was undertaking a
project to sail around the world studying Sperm
Whales. I would like to share that experience
with you now.

Odyssey is owned by Ocean Alliance, a non-
profit organisation run by Dr Roger Payne based
in Massachusetts, USA. She is a sleek 93ft
ketch rigged sailboat with a crows nest located
60ft up the mast, making her an ideal vessel for
locating whales. Our voyage took us to every
ocean, the Pacific, Indian and Atlantic as well as
through the Mediterranean Sea and over the five
and a half years we collected over 1000
samples from Sperm Whale. On board the
Odyssey we took small samples of skin and
blubber from the whales, called biopsies, and
these were used to analyse the quantities of
man made chemicals that are building up in the
bodies of whales. The biopsies were obtained
from the whales using a crossbow! However,
size for size, the bolts are about the size of a
hypodermic needle to a human when you
compare our body size with that of a whale. The
small samples of skin obtained from the biopsies
were used to study the genetics of sperm whale
populations around the world. Furthermore, the
little plug of blubber collected is now being used
to study the levels of chemical pollution that is
being accumulated by top-order predators, such
as sperm whales. Sperm Whales feed near the
top of the ocean food-chain and are therefore
likely to be carrying larger chemical loads than
many other species of whales. They also live in
very ocean allowing us to conduct a global
study.

Chemical pollution is a very real and alarming
threat to whales and other life because it is
impossible to see and can persist in the
environment for a very long time. Long after
certain chemicals have been banned in many
countries, they are still being found in the bodies
of animals swimming in our oceans.
Furthermore, a percentage of a mother’s
chemical load is passed to a calf via her milk. It
is becoming clear that mankind cannot just use
the oceans as an enormous dumping ground for
all his/her unwanted waste. Chemicals that were
dumped decades ago or wash off the land  are
coming back to haunt us, being found in huge
quantities in the bodies of animals, particularly
ones with large quantities of fat like whales and
dolphins.

As well as collecting data on the Sperm Whales
encountered we also conducted visual
observation during daylight hours and took data
on many of the other animals we saw, not only
whales and dolphins, but also turtles, sharks,
fish, seals etc. Some of these encounters were
incredibly unusual. Being an open ocean
voyage, we covered areas of ocean that are
rarely researched and some of the species we
saw are hardly known, such as a Longman’s
Beaked whale in the Indian Ocean. We also
witnessed some unusual behaviour from whales
that are well studied, such as a mother and calf
Humpback Whale bow riding the Odyssey for
over four hours and a pod of transient Killer
Whales porpoising and surfing the waves
around the vessel.

Running alongside the science programme, we
had an education programme, using the internet
and presentations in many of the countries we
visited. The website (www.pbs.org/odyssey) was
updated regularly throughout the voyage, with
pictures and stories about the incredible
experiences the crew were having, not just with
the whales but other species we encountered,
cultures we visited and environmental threats
faced in the areas we sailed. While in a country,
members of the Odyssey crew would give multi
media presentations to children, government
officials and members of the public, about the
voyage and threats whales still face, such as
entanglement in fishing gear and of course
chemicals accumulating in the ocean.

During the five years Odyssey visited many
developing countries. Local people often had no
idea that they had large populations of Sperm
Whale, or many other cetacean species, living
just offshore. Educating poorer, less privileged
people about the animals living in their own



waters was not only important but also very
rewarding and gave local people the knowledge
and insight into what they could do to protect the
cetaceans they had locally.

Working on a whale research boat often
appears to be very glamorous but the day to day
reality is often far from that. There were
incredible days at sea where the weather was
calm, the whales were abundant and the crew
all worked together in a sleek, coherent fashion,
but there were many other days that were not
like that at all. Our biggest problem was nearly
always the weather. We experienced much
worse sea conditions in most of the places we
visited than we were expecting.

Research vessel the Odyssey with humpback
whales in the foreground!

The Odyssey was not the most comfortable
vessel in a large swell and sea sickness
overtook many of the crew, including me on
many occasions. There was no turning back just
because a few members of the crew were
green. Rough weather of course also made the
process of approaching whales and obtaining
biopsies very difficult. The crew often got
completely dunked under a large swell when the
whales were swimming into the wind (as they
did most of the time) and working from dawn
until dusk when you are cold, wet and sea sick
is not an experience I remember with fondness.
We would run the boat twenty-four hours a day
and so after working with the whales all
available daylight hours, we then had to eat,
collate and enter scientific data and do a night
watch driving the boat, as well as attempt to get
a little kip! But these were the busy days and we
were happy to be busy, because on days when
we had no whales, and there were many of
these, particularly when we were crossing
oceans and were not near any bathometric
features on the ocean floor, there would be little

to do other than be on watch and stare out at an
endless, seemingly empty expanse of water.

The good days however reminded us all why we
were out there and one of the most memorable
days onboard for me was near the beginning of
the voyage. We had sailed from San Diego to
the Galapagos Islands and for many days
before Galapagos we had seen nothing, being
over 900 miles from land. The morning we were
due to arrive in Galapagos dawned with
absolutely no wind. By 5am one of the crew was
in the crows nest and at 5.05am she shouted
down “shark, shark”. We all looked out and a
large hammerhead was just passing by our
starboard side. After that the day turned into an
incredible frenzy of sightings. By about ten
o’clock we had seen breaching manta rays, a
large group of Bottlenose Dolphin accompanied
by Melon Headed Whale and a lunge feeding
Bryde’s Whale. It was an amazing welcome to
one of the most isolated and famous island
groups.

One of my other favourite memories is being on
watch on my own in the middle of the night,
keeping an eye on the radar and all the ships
equipment, but getting to listen and feel the
sights and sounds of the open ocean alone. The
star gazing was spectacular, being so far from
any light pollution and listening to dolphins
squeaking and clicking over the hydrophone
speakers as we slowly sailed along was awe
inspiring. Sometimes the dolphins would come
over and ride the bow wave at night and if you
were lucky you would be able to see their bodies
shooting through the water in the
phosphorescence that they created as they
swam.

Although at times living on a fairly small vessel
for long periods with many other people and not
much personal space was very tiring and
difficult, I know I am immensely privileged to
have had the opportunity to sail in remote areas
of the ocean. I swam in ocean four miles deep,
spent days in the company of Sperm Whales,
the largest predator in the ocean and
experienced some of the many wonders our
watery world has to offer those lucky enough to
be able to go out, far away from land to see
them. Analysis of the samples we took is still
taking place and I hope once the data is
released (within the next couple of months) that
governments and industry will be persuaded to
take notice so that we can ensure whales can
swim in the ocean without becoming toxic waste
dumps.



KILLER WHALE Orcinius orca

The Killer Whale is one of the most familiar and
popular of all cetacean species and brings a
smile to our faces. For most wildlife enthusiasts
seeing a Killer Whale in the wild is at the top of
their must see list. Those of you who watched
this year’s Spring Watch on BBC2 can’t have
failed to have noticed the sense of raw
excitement and wonder on presenter Simon
King’s face when he unexpectedly filmed Killer
Whales from his vantage point on the Shetland
Islands! For many of the BDRP team it is one
species they long to see in the Bay of Biscay.

The Killer Whale is also affectionately known as
Orca which is a name derived from its Latin
name. However, at 10 metres long, and
weighing in at 8 tonnes the Killer Whale can be
an impressive predator and far from cute if you
happen to be a seal.

The fin on a male Orca can be particularly
impressive with fins up to 6 foot in height not
unknown (20% of its overall body length).

A very tall, erect and central dorsal fin is often a
key identification feature. However, the dorsal
fin of female Killer Whales could be confused
with Risso’s Dolphin so obtaining other key
identification features is important. Orca’s black
and white patterning is distinctive as is the large
white eye patch and in good light a grey saddle
can be noticed behind the dorsal fin.

Killer Whales live in social pods of up to 20
animals but they may also occur singly. They
can be quite acrobatic animals and breaching,
large belly flops and somersaults making quite

an impressive display. However, it is partly this
behaviour that has made them attractive
animals for capture to fill dolphinariums around
the world.

Studies from the USA have indicated that there
are 2 forms of Killer Whales. One is an inshore
animal that tends to live mainly on fish and
remains locally resident. The other form has
been identified as a more transient animal that
tends to specialise in killing other marine
mammals such as dolphins, seals and even
large whales such as blue whales. They are
very intelligent animals too and have been
filmed beaching themselves in order to catch
seals. In Norway they are regularly recorded
using an unusual feeding strategy of rounding
up schools of herring into tight bait balls before
stunning them with their powerful tails.

At the top of the food chain the Killer Whale is
particularly susceptable to marine pollution and
autopsies of stranded animals have been
recorded with very high levels of toxins and
poisons in their blubber. They are also known to
get tangled in fishing nets and where they occur
in close proximity to man (such as on the west
coast of North America) collisions with boats are
a further threat.

They occur in all oceans across the globe but
appear to be more common in cooler waters.
Nowhere abundant, but concentrations occur in
areas of good hunting, for example in the fjords
of western Canada and Alaska. They have been
recorded throughout European waters although
it is not abundant. However, it is more frequently
recorded from higher latitudes and are resident
off the high latitudes of the Norwegian coast. In
the United Kingdom they are a regular visitor to
the Shetland Islands and else where are more
regularly seen from the west coast and Cornwall
in particular where they are almost annual
visitors. They are rarely seen from the Pride of
Bilbao but have been recorded in the Western
Approaches to the English Channel and in the
deeper water of the Southern Bay of Biscay.
The 2 most recent sightings of 2006 being the
June 16th and June 22nd mini cruises and the
July theme cruise.

Orca: the white saddle behind the dorsal fin
can be observed in good light.


