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Dear Friends,

At the moment I am looking out upon distant
views of the Solway Coast and of Dumfries and
Galloway. The sunsets here really are amazing.
I recently spent a night sleeping out under the
stars on the salt marsh and was rewarded with
Golden Plovers around me on the mud in the
morning. I can truly recommend getting back to
nature – just find somewhere quiet to sit and
enjoy the wildlife around you.

I have luckily been able to combine work with a
bit of pleasure of late too which has meant I
have been able to do some sea watching on my
local patch. This has brought mixed results but
nevertheless interesting sightings. The first
record I had of a bottlenose dolphin I wasn’t
going to write down or record. I made the
assumption that ‘someone must know about this
one’. This of course turned out not to be true.
I therefore ask you not to make the same
mistake. If you are lucky enough to see a
cetacean this summer then do make a record of
it. Your local Wildlife Trust (if you live by the
coast) and the Sea Watch Foundation are but 2
organisations who would find your observations
most valuable. You can fill in a sighting form on
line. Likewise, next time you are on the Pride of
Bilbao and you see a whale or dolphin ask for a
sightings form from reception and write down
what you saw.  This is all valuable information
and another way you can help with our
important work.

Our cetaceans need all the help they can get
and in this issue we focus on the work of the
British Divers Marine Life Rescue. If you feel
you have what it takes to help out then visit the
web page link given at the end of the article.

I hope you all enjoy the rest of the summer
weather (what summer?) and thank you once
again for your support.

Regards

Duncan Fyfe
BDRP Supporters Group Officer &
Splash Editor

March

The first mini-cruise of the month saw some
heavy and stormy weather which would have
accounted for the lower than average cetacean
count of 18 common dolphin on the 3rd – 5th.
The subsequent mini-cruise on the 5th -9th March
saw a continuation of that stormy weather but
139 Common Dolphin and 2 Harbour Porpoise
were identified by Relief Wildlife Officer Emma
Webb. With the weather unrelenting the
subsequent mini-cruise was cancelled for
obvious safety reasons.

When sailing resumed on the 12th – 16th the sea
state had dropped to a steady force 3 and
March Senior Wildlife Officer Clive Martin was
on board to record 752 Common Dolphin, 2
Risso’s Dolphin, 12 Striped Dolphin and 5
Harbour Porpoise. Large numbers of Common
Dolphin were again encountered on the 17th-19th

when 678 were recorded and 1,102 recorded on
the 20th-23rd. This latter trip also recorded 12
Striped Dolphin and 1 Ocean Sunfish.

The survey team were on board for the 24th-26th

March.

The 27th- 30th March mini-cruise began with
hazy conditions but Relief Wildlife Officer Emma
Webb was on board to record 2 Cuvier’s Beaked
Whale, 15 Bottlenose Dolphin, 115 Common
Dolphin, 1 unidentified beaked whale and 56
unidentified dolphin.

Emma Webb witnessed this wildlife spectacle of
over 2000 Gannets and Black-Backed Gulls
travelling with the ship at the Northern shelf
break and Northern Biscay.

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



24th- 26th March 2007
Survey results

Cetaceans

Cuvier’s Beaked Whale          3
Common Dolphin        68
Striped Dolphin          2
Unidentified small cetacean          1

Total Animals         74

Birds

Grebe Sp.         1
Fulmar       44
Manx Shearwater         1
Cory’s Shearwater         4
Balearic Shearwater         1
Shearwater Sp.         9
Storm Petrel         2
Gannet     751
Great Skua       13
Arctic Skua         1
Herring Gull         1
Lesser Black-backed Gull       59
Greater Black-backed Gull        22
Kittiwake       11
Larus Gull Sp.         4
Guillemot       93
Razorbill                    11
Auk Sp                      9
Grey Heron         1
Large Raptor Sp.         1
Oystercatcher         7
Small Passerine         2

Research Team:  Adrian Shephard, Peter
Hutchinson

April

Cetacean sightings steadily grew thoughout
April and the spring bird migration was well
underway.   On board for the 2nd-5th April mini
cruise Clive Martin recorded 8 Pilot Whale, 18
Common Dolphin, 38 Striped Dolphin and 1
Harbour Porpoise. Meadow Pipits, Willow
Warblers, Song Thrushes, Redstart  and
Swallows were among the large fall of migrants.
The passage of migrant birds continued on the
6th-8th mini-cruise with Redstart, Blackcap,
Collared Dove and Pied Wagtail in the melee.
Cetacean sightings included 1 Minke Whale, 4
Sperm Whale, 12 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, 116
Common Dolphin, 86 Striped Dolphin and 15
Bottlenose Dolphin. Relief Wildlife Officer John
Arnott was again aboard for 9th-11th April when
Whimbrel and Dunlin were added to the migrant
list and 1 Minke Whale, 4 Cuvier’s Beaked
Whale, 43 Striped Dolphin, 9 Harbour Porpoise
and 356 Striped Dolphin were observed. The

gentle sea conditions no doubt helped to make
observations easier.  There was a slight lull in
the cetacean sightings with small numbers of
Common, Striped Dolphin and Bottlenose
Dolphin and Pilot Whale being observed. A
single Sperm Whale was observed by relief
Wildlife Officer Emma Webb. Emma remained
on board for the 27th-29th April. The Southbound
leg of the mini-cruise was quite foggy but
visibility and sea conditions improved for the
north bound leg which no doubt facilitated some
fine sightings. A further 2 Sperm Whale were
sighted, 3 Fin Whale, 4 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale,
2 Sowerby’s Beaked Whale (sighted by the
Company of Whales), 26 Pilot Whale, 85
Common Dolphin, 170 Striped Dolphin, 34
Bottlenose Dolphin and 9 Harbour Porpoise. A
female Marsh Harrier and 42 Whimbrel were
amongst the migrant birds.

The survey team were on board for the 21st-23rd

April and watch began at 6am. The first
cetaceans to be encountered on the southbound
leg were 8 probable Common Dolphin off the
port side, into the sun’s glare, at 07.10. They
then had to wait until 12.10pm for the
anticipated Harbour Porpoises, 2 appearing
briefly moving away on the starboard side. Two
Bottlenose Dolphins at 13.06 were the first of
several small groups seen over the next couple
of hours. A sorry sight was that of the carcass of
a dead Common Dolphin which floated close by
under the starboard bridge wing, revealing the
rope around the tail stock and what was
probably fishing net hanging below the water’s
surface. Two more dead dolphins floated past
20 minutes later further off to the port side, they
were belly up, so we were uncertain of species
but it seems likely they were also Commons.
Our first Striped Dolphins were a group of 4 at
17.33 with another 21 an hour later. Last were 2
groups of Common Dolphin, 3 and 12 at 19.38
with a single Bottlenose seemingly associating
with them. So in all 13 sightings involving 73
animals. Bird wise a count of 191 Guillemot was
one of the largest counts recorded. A handful of
Manx Shearwater, Great Skua and Kittiwake
were also seen.

On the first day northbound the fog kept the
team off the bridge until around 13.00. Sea
conditions started out at 3 but eased down to a
2 and finally a 1 by the evening. They had to
leave the bridge on a couple of occasions during
the afternoon after literally going into a wall of
fog; now you see the sea, now you don’t!  All
rather frustrating but despite that they still
managed some good sightings.



21st – 23rd Apr il
Survey results

Cetaceans

Fin Whale/Large Rorqual            5
Northern Bottlenose Whale 5
Beaked Whale sp            1
Beaked Whale Mesoplodon sp 1
Pilot Whale            14
Common Dolphin          103
Striped Dolphin                       137
Bottlenose Dolphin            20
Harbour Porpoise 2
Dolphin sp            9

Total Animals           298

Birds

Fulmar            27
Manx Shearwater            2
Storm-petrel            2
Gannet          315
Cormorant 3
Yellow-legged Gull              2
Lesser Black-backed Gull          276
Greater Black-backed Gull             25
Kittiwake           2
Large Gull sp        2
Great Skua            13
Puffin            31
Guillemot          191
Razorbill              1
Auk Sp              2
Sandwich Tern 2
Commic Tern 1

Research Team: Russell Neave, Andrew Boulden,
Surje Opacic

Things got off to an ominous start with yet
another dead dolphin floating past at 13.11. A
probable consequence of fishing by-catch. After
that the next encounter was a group of 14 Pilot
Whale midway off the starboard side at 14.25.
Then at 14.55 a probable Mesoplodon sp. put in
a frustratingly brief appearance port side. While
looking out for that, a fish boil erupted, pre-
empting by 30 seconds the first Fin Whale,
surfacing port side. A quiet hour and then came
several sightings of small numbers of Common
and Striped Dolphins between 16.11 and 17.46.
A brief Fin Whale sighting followed by a pod of 5
Northern Bottlenose Whales at 18.02 which
gave reasonable views as they rolled and blew
even allowing some photos to be taken, before
they disappeared down the port side. A few
more dolphins and a third sighting of a beaked
whale finished the day at 20.30. Given the
interrupted vigil a total of 18 sightings involving
225 animals of perhaps 7 species didn’t seem
so bad. Sadly no cetaceans were seen on Day 2
Northbound.

May                                                          

The good sightings continued into May and
Clive Martin was back on board for the 30th

April- 2nd May mini-cruise. The fog and rain that
persisted for much of the south bound leg lifted
in time for the northward journey and cetacean
sightings included 4 Fin Whale, 1 Sperm Whale,
8 Pilot Whale, 40 Common and 2 Striped
Dolphin.  There was also the rare sighting of 4
Pygmy Killer Whale or Melon Headed Whale – 2
species that are very difficult to differentiate in
the field.  On the 3rd-5th May Fin, Sperm and
Pilot whales were again encountered in similar
numbers together with 70 Common, 44 Striped
and 55 Bottlenose Dolphin. Sightings of the
latter included a pod of 30 animals that were
seen just 4 miles south of St. Catherine’s point
on the Isle of Wight. This is an exciting and note
worthy record because the BDRP has never
recorded Bottlenose Dolphin in this location
before. However, populations are known to exist
and these are being monitored by the Durlston
Marine Project.

Sea conditions deteriorated to between force 5
and 9 over the subsequent couple of mini-
cruises. However, Emma Webb managed to
record 1 Sperm Whale, 68 Common Dolphin
and 1 Bottlenose Dolphin plus 1 Ocean Sunfish
on the 9th-11th. On the 12th-14th observations
included 1 Sperm Whale, 12 Common Dolphin,
3 Striped Dolphin and 1 Basking Shark.
Conditions improved slightly for Relief Wildlife
Officer John Arnott on the 18th-20th when 26
Pilot Whale, 64 Common, 15 Striped and 8
Bottlenose were seen. Jackie Smith took over
as Relief Wildlife Officer on the 21st-23rd of the
month and sightings included 3 Fin Whale, 50
Common Dolphin, 22 Striped Dolphin and 6
Bottlenose Dolphin. John Arnott was not so
fortunate on the 27th-29th May when no sightings
were made due to storm force 10 conditions and
the ship sailing to the east of the usual route as
a result.

The survey team for the 24th-26th mini-cruise
began the survey at first light – an early 5am
some 25 miles north of Guernsey. Almost
immediately the watchman saw a Minke Whale
that unfortunately the team couldn’t find. Four
hours later 3 Porpoise showed briefly before
they sailed into a wall of fog which stayed for a
couple of hours. After ‘rounding the corner’ and
on a 1800 divert they encountered two small
groups of Porpoise in the middle of the shelf
area of the northern bay, which was turning
increasingly turquoise as they headed south –
presumably due to a high phytoplankton
concentration. As soon as they crossed the shelf



24th – 26th  May
Survey results

Cetaceans

Sperm Whale 4
Cuvier’s Beaked Whale 3
Common Dolphin          172
Striped Dolphin                           5
Harbour Porpoise            10
Dolphin sp            9

Total Animals           203

Birds

Diver Sp.  1
Fulmar             59
Manx Shearwater             10
Storm-petrel             1
Gannet           575
Cormorant  3
Yellow-legged Gull             20
Lesser Black-backed Gull             17
Greater Black-backed Gull              22
Herring Gull             52
Kittiwake            3
Great Skua               3
Razorbill               1
Auk Sp               2
Common Tern  6
Arctic Tern  4
Black-tailed Godwit  1
Dunlin  2
Collared Dove             23
Common Swift  4
Swallow  6
Wheatear  2
Garden Warbler  2
Spotted Flycatcher  1

Research Team: Nigel Symes, Suzie Cartright,
Hugh Venables

break, at 15.30, the sea turned to typical dark
Biscay blue. Nothing was seen until the 3,500m
contour, when there were 10 sightings before
dark involving 79 Common Dolphins and 4
Sperm Whales (a single, a pair followed by
another single). Collared doves, not renowned
for their migratory habits, provided the most
interesting ornithological events; a single bird
arrived early in the day, followed a couple of
hours later by another, then another…. until at
dusk 150 km off the French coast, eleven went
to roost on the ship! A Spotted Flycatcher joined
the ship early evening and set about hoovering
up all of the migrant hoverflies that had joined
during the day (apologies to entomologists but
when needs must it’s bird eat bug out there!).

The team had time to head up ‘The Hill’ in
Santurtzi before the ship set sail once again. It
was worth the effort and highlights included
Honey Buzzard, distant Griffins and Booted
Eagle, tame Red-backed Shrike, plenty of
singing Melodious Warblers and stacks of Swifts
and Spotted Flycatchers waiting for the winds to
change.

Back on board, the watch started at 1pm, and at
14.20 3 Cuvier’s beaked whales were seen
milling in front of the ship, including one very
white male. They stayed subsurface as the ship
passed. Nothing then until 16.10 over the
deepest waters and from then until the end of
watch 93 Common and 5 Striped Dolphin were
recorded in 12 sightings.

The second day northbound was again quiet up
the Channel with 2 Porpoise seen off Alderney.

Acrobatic Striped Dolphin as seen from the
Pride of Bilbao. These dolphins like to make a
Splash!

June

June proved to be another interesting month.
During the 1st – 4th mini-cruise Clive Martin
recorded 1 Sperm Whale, 1 probable Northern
Bottlenose Whale, 1 probable Sowerby’s
Beaked Whale, 8 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, 39
Pilot Whale, 292 Common Dolphin, 302 Striped
Dolphin, 229 Bottlenose Dolphin and 8 Harbour
Porpoise. He also observed a large shark that
was either a large Porbeagle or a small Great
White. Both species are members of the
Lamnidae family, also known as mackerel
sharks, and there is increasing speculation that
the latter species can and does occur in the
survey area.
4 Sperm Whale were seen on the 5th –7th mini
cruise as were 14 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, 1 Fin
Whale, 6 Pilot Whale, 1 Killer Whale, 173



Common Dolphin, 242 Striped Dolphin, 40
Bottlenose and 2 Harbour Porpoise.

On the 8th-10th Emma Webb had a very unusual
sighting of Killer Whale in the Southern Bay of
Biscay. 1 lone bull was seen then an hour later a
very fast moving Sperm Whale was observed
2km ahead of the ship, breathing rapidly. This
was immediately followed by a brief sighting of a
large triangular dorsal fin behind the Sperm
Whale – a possible bull Killer Whale! This was
soon followed by 4 female Killer Whales
immediately ahead of the ship. They came
within 50m of the ship and 1 animal was
observed rolling on her side to look up at the
ship! Other species sighted during that trip
include 1 pilot whale, 175 Common and 154
Striped Dolphin plus 1 Harbour Porpoise.

A slightly foggy start to the 11th-13th mini –cruise
didn’t hamper the observations that included 1
Fin Whale, 7 Sperm Whale, 1 Minke Whale, 4
Pilot Whale,  4 Beaked Whales,  16 Bottlenose
Dolphin, 319 Common Dolphin, 371 Striped
Dolphin and 1 Harbour Porpoise plus 2 Ocean
Sunfish. A large eagle species was seen well up
the English Channel that could have been a
Short-Toed Eagle heading towards France!

Clive Martin was back for the 14th- 16th and 17th-
19th mini cruises. Sperm Whales were seen but
once again there were no Fin Whale sightings
which is unusual for the time of year. This could
be due to a later than usual migration into
Biscay or possibly the failure of the Anchovy
stocks. Common Dolphin appear to have moved
to the deep waters of central Biscay and were
consistently recorded in the 3000-4000m
contour region throughout much of June. The
20th -22nd June saw force 6-8 sea conditions for
the southbound leg and squally showers for the
northbound. Sightings were correspondingly low
but included 1 (possibly 2) Minke Whale, 158
Common Dolphin and 15 Striped Dolphin plus
17 Ocean Sunfish.

The southbound leg of the 26th- 28th June mini-
cruise was again rougher with force 5-6 but
receding to force 4-2 for the north bound. Emma
Webb was able to observe 1 Sperm Whale, 1
Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, 10 Pilot Whale, 2
Risso’s, 23 Bottlenose, 40 Striped and 180
Common Dolphin and 2 Ocean Sunfish.

Clive Martin was back onboard for the 29th June
- 1st July and observed 3 Cuvier’s Beaked
Whale, 3 Risso’s Dolphin, 23 Striped Dolphin
and 181 Common Dolphin, the latter 2 species
once again clustering around the abyssal plain.

However, despite the ideal monitoring conditions
no large Rorquals (Fin Whales) were recorded.

For a survey so close to maximum daylight
hours the survey team encountered an
unusually quiet Bay of Biscay between the 23rd

and 25th. Sea state remained fairly good for
much of the trip, although force 5 – 6 made the
chance of sightings on the final day remote.

First usable light southbound was at 4.45am and
the sea state was a lot better than the predicted
force 6/7. It was sightings of birds that kept the
eyes focussed after the early start, Gannets but
also the occasional Manx Shearwater making an
appearance. A Collared Dove was seen close to
the ship and was followed some time later by a
sighting of a Cory’s Shearwater in the early
afternoon. They crossed over the shelf break
close to 17.00hrs and around 18.00hrs some
distant splashes got the adrenaline pumping, but
as we approached, they vanished in typical
“tuna-like” fashion.

The first cetaceans were encountered in deeper
water at 18.15  – a small group of lethargic
Common Dolphin were seen off the port side
and were followed a few minutes later by 3 very
small dolphins making a fleeting appearance off
the bow – possibly separated juvenile commons,
although all had very pale flanks. A small group
of Striped Dolphin and a mysterious distant
breaching animal finished the sightings around
19.00hrs and the survey ended at 21.30.

Northbound the survey began at 13.00 with a
force 4 which soon slackened to force 2, but by
late afternoon had freshened to force 6. Two
Whimbrel headed past the bow early but as we
headed north, bird sightings decreased – the
last sighting being Swift.

The first cetaceans of the day were at 14.30,
with 2 Cuvier’s Beaked Whales seen off the port
bow. This was followed at 16.15 by Striped
Dolphin coming in to bow ride and then a distant
large splash marked another likely cetacean
species sighting close to 17.00 followed by
another 45 minutes later. The weather worsened
and the final sighting was of Common Dolphin
coming into bow ride just ahead of the rain.

Common Dolphin bow riding

© BDRP© Clive Martin/BDRP



23rd  – 25th June
Survey results

Cetaceans

Cuvier’s Beaked Whale     2
Common Dolphin             253
Striped Dolphin             32             5
Harbour Porpoise                 1
Dolphin sp                 3
Cetacean Sp       3

Total Animals                       294

Birds

Fulmar             14
Manx Shearwater               14
Cory’s Shearwater              3
Shearwater Sp.      1
Gannet                      412
Cormorant    8
Lesser Black-backed Gull             32
Greater Black-backed Gull      8
Herring Gull                 2
Kittiwake              9
Gull Sp.    2
Common Tern        3
Whimbrel    2
Collared Dove      2
Swift    6
Swallow    1

Research Team: Adrian Shephard, Chris Beach,
Gayle Wootton

Marinelife
Plymouth – Roscoff Survey

A summary of cetacean sightings from the
Marinelife Plymouth – Roscoff surveys are as
follows:-

Species
Total

Species April May June
Harbour
Porpoise

0 0 0

Common
Dolphin

0 0 0

Bottlenose
Dolphin

0 0 0

Minke
Whale

0 0 2

For further information on this survey please see
Splash 12 or visit:
http://www.marine-life.org.uk/plymouthroscoff/

Monty Halls from Channel
Five’s Great Ocean Adventures

draws raffle at London Dive
Show, March 10th –11th

Straight from a hectic
London Dive Show,
Monty Halls of Channel
Five’s Great Ocean
Adventures and Full
Circle Expeditions took
time out to support the
Biscay Dolphin
Research Programme
and draw the winning
raffle ticket from our
show raffle.  The lucky

winner, Mr Varga from Wales, won £100 cash.

The event was a huge success with much
interest shown in our work as well as trips on the
Pride of Bilbao.  In total we raised nearly £500
for BDRP!

I would like to thank all of the volunteers who
gave up their time to support us on the stand as
well as the many people who took the time to
visit us during the show and Monty for drawing
the raffle.

Money raised at the Dive Show will help support
the work of the BDRP, including its valuable
education and survey work.

Emma Webb

© BDRP
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My Role as a Mar ine
Mammal Medic for
Br itish Divers Mar ine
L ife Rescue

by Emma Webb, Mar inelife Community &
Operations Officer /Relief Wildlife Officer

Before 21st January 2006, most people had
probably not realised that the UK had a dedicated
band of volunteers around the country ready to
drop everything at a moment’s notice to help a
stranded whale, injured seal or trapped sea bird.
Then, the events of one day changed all of that
when a lone Northern Bottlenose Whale lost in the
River Thames became worldwide news and British
Divers Marine Life Rescue (BDMLR) became a
household name.

BDMLR started up in 1988 in
response to the seal distemper
outbreak in the Wash and has
been involved with the rescue
of marine wildlife ever since.
Although seal rescue is still a
major part of the work carried

out, BDMLR have been increasingly involved in
the rescue of stranded cetaceans in the UK as well
as the recording and disposal of animals which
have stranded dead.

Along with BDRP, BDMLR are part of the Marine
Animal Rescue Coalition (MARC) an affiliation of
organisations with an active interest and
involvement in the management of marine
mammal strandings in the UK.  The main focus of
this coalition is improving the response to live
strandings and BDRP has a very active role in this,
in part due to the accurate data we are gathering on
a monthly basis on the movements of cetaceans
around the UK.

As well as my role with BDRP/Marinelife as the
Marinelife Community & Operations Officer
which involves working as a relief Wildlife Officer
on board the Pride of Bilbao and supporting Clive
Martin in the more administrative side of things, I
am lucky enough (or some might say unlucky
enough) to be a trained volunteer Marine Mammal
Medic for the Essex/Suffolk region.  After
becoming a volunteer researcher for BDRP in
early 2005, I wanted to expand on my knowledge
of marine wildlife and happened across the
BDMLR website.  I then booked straight on the
Marine Mammal Medic training course which took
place at Walton on the Naze in June 2005 – despite

the time of year, it was freezing which seems to be
a prerequisite of the training!

The course consists of a full day’s training,
learning not only the biology and identification of
seals and cetaceans through lectures, but also a
hands-on practical session teaching the actual
method of capturing a seal or refloating a stranded
whale and dolphin using the rescue pontoons and
life-size (and weight) models of the animals.

On completion of the course trainees become fully
fledged medics, worrying for the next month every
time the telephone rings that they are about to be
asked to go and jump on an angry adult Grey seal
with toothache!

BDMLR’s response to marine mammal incidents
is very straightforward.  The UK is split into
regions with a network of area co-ordinators
managing an active and committed group of
volunteer medics.  Some areas of the UK are much
quieter than others and thankfully Essex appears to
be one of them.  However, unfortunately, when an
animal does get into trouble in our region it always
seems to be a big or complicated rescue!

I’ ve been involved in a few call outs this year – the
biggest (and my first rescue) was the Thames
Whale in January 2006 where I was involved in
giving first aid to the whale as well as the transfer
of the whale from the river to the RIBs and then
onto the barge.

© BDMLR

Learning how to refloat a whale using the pontoon
system – Thurrock MMM Course 2006.

The Thames Whale on the way to the barge

© BDMLR



Since then we have been monitoring a lone male
Bottlenose Dolphin “Chas”  in the Thames near
Canvey Island in June.  This involved monitoring
the health of the animal through observations, as
well as trying to control any harassment by jet skis
or boats and public education.  Thankfully, I am
pleased to say that an extremely healthy and well-
fed (whoever said the Thames is devoid of fish!)
“Chas”  has moved on to a new location where he
is less likely to be in danger although we are still
keeping a close eye on him.

The most difficult rescue came in August ‘06 at
Gibraltar Point in Skegness.  We had a call mid-
afternoon that 2 Northern Bottlenose Whales had
live-stranded there and a mad dash up through East
Anglia saw us arriving as one animal had died and
the other was being set up in the pontoon system.
A rescue of this size needs lots of medics and there
were about 20 of us assisting with the rescue along
with the vet from the London Zoological Society
and the local fire service and coastguards. The
whale was a juvenile male Northern Bottlenose
who was bigger than the Thames Whale.  He had
previously stopped breathing for 18 minutes and
‘died’  before recovering to an extent that a refloat
appeared possible.

We spent a couple of hours chest deep in the North
Sea around midnight caring for this animal – at
one point even starting to float off towards
Norway as the tide came in - before he took
matters into his own fins and made a bid for
freedom.   After 20 minutes of trying to follow him
in the RIB in pitch darkness, he disappeared
swimming strongly towards the North Sea.  Sadly,
the following morning revealed that he had
restranded back on the beach beside the other
whale.  This time it was too late.

Not all call outs have a happy ending – 33% of live
stranded cetaceans are apparently successfully
refloated, but in many cases the best course of
action is to euthanase the animal as they have an
underlying problem which may have caused them
to strand in the first place (e.g. old age, disease or
malnutrition) Our role as medics is to try to help
the animal as much as possible; whether it be a 40
tonne Humpback whale or a newborn seal pup. We
all agree that although it is very upsetting when an
animal doesn’ t make it (even the hairiest, hardened
medics can get very emotional), we have to regard
it as a success as the animal is no longer suffering
and we have been able to help in a small way.

Being a volunteer whale or dolphin rescuer may
sound very glamorous, but in reality it can be very
hard work with little or no reward at the end.
Sometimes a call-out can be to a heavily
decomposed (& generally very smelly) carcass.
Some rescues can go on for hours or days, such as
the rescue of ‘Marra’ , the lone bottlenose dolphin
in Cumbria, or take place in appalling weather
conditions.  Anyone who has ever been chased up
the beach by an angry seal or been ‘snotted’  on by
a large whale will also know exactly what I mean!

I am now also involved in the training side of
BDMLR and regularly help as a trainer at the
marine mammal medic courses.  We also carry out
regular ‘desktop stranding exercises’  where trained
medics get together to talk through a hypothetical
rescue. I am also working towards the Advanced
MMM which involves boat handling for the RIBs
used in rescues, tube feeding cetaceans and seals
as well as temperature monitoring and rescue co-
ordination.

BDMLR have been involved in many rescues over
the past year involving Northern Bottlenose
Whales in the Thames and at Skegness, Sperm
Whales near Humber, lone Bottlenose dolphins in
Cumbria, Kent and Essex, countless abandoned or
injured seal pups, and a trapped Harbour Porpoise
near Portsmouth.  Sadly, it appears as though we
are going to have another busy year this year as
more and more marine animals get themselves into
trouble around the UK.  However, with the work
of BDRP, MARC and BDMLR as well as the
many other organisations, we have a great team of
volunteer medics on hand to help these animals out
of trouble.

If anyone is interested in becoming a Marine Mammal
Medic, do have a look at the website
www.bdmlr.org.uk where all the training dates and
booking details are listed.

© Brett Lewis/BDMLRStranded Northern Bottlenose Whale – excavating sand
in an attempt to get the animal upright.
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