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Dear Fr iends,
Autumn is now well and truly here and signalling
change all around us. The days get shorter and our
summer migrants have all flown off to warmer climates.

It’s a time for change in the way in which we carry out
our lives too. For myself it’s another change of career, a
new challenge and move to a different part of the
country.

It’s all change in the Bay of Biscay as well it would
appear. Over the last few years the BDRP has noticed
that there has been a decline in the number of cetacean
sightings in the Bay, and of dolphins in particular. You
can find out more about this from our press release
which has been reproduced for you in this issue.

It is because the BDRP has been surveying the English
Channel and Bay of Biscay for over a decade now that
we have the data to reveal this worrying downturn in
numbers. It then becomes vitally important therefore
that this information is fed back to those people in a
position to do something about it; and that is what we
have done. You will read in this issue about Clive
Martin’s meeting with senior officials in the Labour
Party to get this point across.

It is through our regular surveys and our education
work that we are able to do something to ‘make a
difference’ . That is only possible because of the support
you have given us and for this we (on behalf of the
wildlife of Biscay) are truly grateful. Now you can help
us to help the wildlife of Biscay, by booking your next
trip onboard the Pride of Bilbao through our website.
The final page of Splash tells you just how you can do
so through our website. Please do tell your family and
friends about it.

It’s only 3pm and the light is already fading. I am going
to take this opportunity to nip out and see if there are
any Redpolls, Crossbills or other birds about in the local
woods. It may be autumn but the wildlife is still out
there, including around our coastline, so keep your eyes
open and happy spotting.

With best wishes

Duncan Fyfe
BDRP Suppor ters Group Officer  and Splash Editor

JULY

The 2nd- 4th July mini-cruise was accompanied by force
4-7 gales and seas which may have accounted for the
low cetacean count for Clive Martin, Senior Wildlife
Officer, of 2 Striped Dolphin, 101 Common Dolphin
and 8 Harbour Porpoise. The wind eased off for the
subsequent trip on the 5th – 7th July and despite the fog
Relief Wildlife Officer Emma Webb saw 5 Sperm
Whale, 1 Minke Whale, 30 Pilot Whale and small
numbers of Striped and Common Dolphin plus one
Ocean Sunfish. The BDRP Cetacean and Seabird Cruise
took place on the 8th-10th and fortunately for the
passengers this trip had the first sightings of rorqual
whales for several trips. It is possible that the Fin
Whales were starting their ingress back into the Bay of
Biscay for the summer months. The sightings on this
trip all occurred within a 45 minute period and were a
probable social group associated with the 4000m deep
contour line. Also on this trip 3 Sperm Whale, 2
Cuvier’s, 25 Pilot Whale, 18 Bottlenose Dolphin, 141
Common Dolphin, 292 Striped Dolphin and 5 Harbour
Porpoise.

16 Fin, 5 Sperm and 5 Minke Whale were again
observed on the 11th-13th mini-cruise by Relief Wildlife
Officer John Arnott, plus 3 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, 7
Pilot Whale, 117 Striped Dolphin and 403 Common
Dolphin. An osprey and several late swallows were also
observed heading northwards. Similar numbers of Fin
Whale were again encountered on the subsequent trip
on the 14th –16th July plus 1 Ocean Sunfish.

2 Basking Shark were observed by Relief Wildlife
Officer Jackie Smith on the 17th – 19th July along with
17 Fin Whale, 6 Pilot Whale, 3 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale,
205 Common, 134 Striped and 18 Bottlenose Dolphin
plus 34 Harbour Porpoise and 2 Ocean Sunfish.

Clive Martin was back on board for the 23rd-25th July to
observe 24 Fin Whale, 1 Sperm Whale, 1 Cuvier’s
Beaked Whale, 45 Striped Dolphin, 56 Common
Dolphin and 6 Risso’s Dolphin. Risso’s Dolphin were
again seen by Jackie Smith on the 26th –28th when 14
animals were seen and these were also picked up by the
survey team who were on the bridge at the time.
The weather for the July survey was not ideal and it
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26th-28th JULY 2007
Survey Results

Cetaceans
Common Dolphin                    20
Striped Dolphin      120
Bottlenose Dolphin       7
Risso’s Dolphin            14
Harbour Porpoise              7
Fin Whale     11
Pilot Whale       10

Total Animals   189

Birds
Fulmar     10
Manx Shearwater             7
Cory’s Shearwater       6
Great Shearwater             1
Storm Petrel     50
Gannet   434
Great Skua       6
Arctic Skua       1
Lesser Black-Backed Gull         31
Great Black-Backed Gull          6
Yellow Legged Gull       1
Herring Gull     20
Kittiwake     17
Arctic Tern       5
Tern sp (Sterna)                  3
Whimbrel       1
Ringed Plover       3
Swallow             5
Swift       1

Plus
Basking Shark            1

Research Team: Nigel Symes, Ellie Minns,
Andrew Palmer

forced a significant detour from the normal route
southbound, into new waters close to the French coast.
More normal weather pertained for the southern Bay
and hence the team had some good sightings. The sea at
first light was getting up on the first day southbound
(26th July) and plenty of whitecaps conspired to obscure
marine life. The swells, which were right on the nose,
increased throughout the morning and left everyone
feeling uncomfortable! In order to find calmer waters,
after rounding Ouessant, the ship hugged the French
coast for about three hours before heading towards
Bilbao. Whilst this objective was achieved, it meant we
never reached shelving water all day.

A group of 7 Bottlenose Dolphin approached the ship
off Pointe de Penmarch, this was significant as the bull
(big and ugly!) was missing its dorsal fin – it just had a
jagged stump. Around this time the team ran into a bit
of a hotspot with most of the day’s Storm Petrels,
Kittiwakes and Manx Shearwater together with a
Cory’s, a Great Shearwater and an Arctic Skua in the
space of about an hour.

Towards dusk, as they approached within about 10
nautical miles of the shelf, a single group of 20
Common Dolphin came to the bow. Unfortunately that
was it for the day. As a single transect it doesn’ t say
much about the marine life on the shelf off southern
Brittany, but clearly there are some animals out there.

Northbound the breakwater was cleared just after 13:00
hours with clear skies and light sea, though there was a
big swell running from the NW. The sea state remained
good until towards sunset, and although cloud cover
increased viewing conditions held up. A group of 14
Risso’s Dolphins, including several ‘white’  individuals,
were picked up over the Cap Breton Canyon. Later over
the deep water we met with several groups of Striped
Dolphin, a couple of pods of Pilot Whale and a total of
11 Fin Whale – either positive or probable, most with
good views though. Interestingly, tuna and similar fish
were seen quite frequently, suggesting that there is
something to eat out there. Yet seabirds were largely
absent; the highlights were 3 Cory’s and a smattering of
Storm Petrels.

The last leg on day 3 with its heavy seas made spotting
animals hard work but it did pay off with two small
groups of harbour porpoise over the western end of the
Herd Deep. They encountered, and nearly squashed a
large and lethargic (are they ever anything else?)
Basking Shark, found after leaving the Cherbourg
Separation Scheme. It drifted into the path of the ship,
oblivious to the huge lump of steel bearing down on it,
only to wake up at the last second and perform a virtual
cartwheel to escape.

Other than a Cory’s Shearwater in the early morning
and the usual, but nonetheless splendid array of
Gannets, birds were pretty sparse. The only migrants
being 5 southbound juvenile Swallows and a Swift all
escaping the global warming that has affected Britain
this summer!

Lesser Black Backed Gull  - perhaps the most numerous
gull species encountered from the Pride of Bilbao and
often seen following the ship.

© BDRP



AUGUST

Good weather at the start of the month was
accompanied by increased sightings of Fin Whale with
Clive Martin recording 78 on the 1st – 3rd August mini-
cruise. On the same trip 1 Sperm Whale, 1 Minke
Whale, 10 Northern Bottlenose Whale, 5 Cuvier’s
Beaked Whale, 4 Pilot Whale, 6 Risso’s Dolphin, 177
Striped Dolphin, 393 Common Dolphin and 10 Harbour
Porpoise were seen. On the subsequent trip Clive
encountered 41 Fin Whale plus a single Sei Whale – an
animal that can be difficult to positively identify and is
rarely accurately recorded from the Bay of Biscay. A
German Bird group were on the ship for the 7th – 10th

August and provided Clive with the sightings list that
included Cory’s, Great, Sooty and Little Shearwater,
Storm Petrel, Gannets, Fulmars and a Spotted
Flycatcher! The cetacean sightings included 47 Fin
Whale, 1 Minke Whale, 3 Sperm Whale, 9 Pilot Whale,
253 Common Dolphin, 1 Risso’s Dolphin and 22
Striped Dolphin.

Relief Wildlife Officer and Community and Operations
Officer Emma Webb was on duty for the 10th – 12th

August and recorded a whopping 196 Fin Whale (162
of these were sighted on the southbound leg of the trip).
A possible Sei Whale was also recorded plus 3 Minke,
1 Sperm, 10 Pilot Whale, 1 possible Northern
Bottlenose, 1 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, 279 Common
Dolphin, Bottlenose Dolphin, 888 Striped Dolphin and
an incredible 153 Harbour Porpoise. Cory’s, Manx and
Sooty Shearwater and Black Tern were amongst the
bird sightings.

Clive Martin joined Emma Webb for the 13th  -15th of
the month but they were accompanied by a steady force
3-5. Sightings included 76 Fin Whale, 5 Minke Whale,
5 Sperm Whale, 28 Pilot Whale and 1 Cuvier’s Beaked
Whale plus 1 Ocean Sunfish.

Clive remained onboard for the subsequent sailing on
the 16th- 18th August. 184 Fin Whale, 2 Minke Whale, 8
Sperm Whale, 22 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, 50 Pilot
Whale, 117 Common Dolphin, 12 Striped Dolphin and
9 Bottlenose Dolphin 2 Ocean Sunfish and a Basking
Shark were also seen. The Belgian Courtens crew
provided the bird sightings list that included 97 Cory’s
Shearwater, 59 Great Shearwater, 6 Balearic
Shearwater, 118 Storm Petrel and 2 Sabine’s Gull.

Fin Whales numbered in their 20’s on the next 2 mini-
cruises but Storm Force 5-9 throughout this period may
be partially responsible. Numbers of Striped Dolphin
were similar but 4 Cuvier’s Beaked Whale were seen on
the 22nd-24th of the month.

Jackie Smith was the Relief Wildlife Officer for the
25th- 27th August. Sightings included 11 Fin Whale, 1
possible Sei Whale, 6 Minke Whale, 4 Cuvier’s Beaked
Whale, 4 Pilot Whale, 136 Common Dolphin, 6 Risso’s
Dolphin, 62 Striped Dolphin, 18 Bottlenose Dolphin,

124 harbour Porpoise and the rare sighting of 6 Atlantic
White-sided Dolphin.
Natuurpunt provided the bird sightings list and recorded
61 Fulmar, 3 Storm Petrel, 4 Sooty Shearwater, 1 Little
Egret, 1 Osprey and 1 Wryneck amongst others.

The survey team on the 19th- 21st faced sea conditions
of force 4 –8 but still managed to identify and count
several Shearwater species even if the cetacean numbers
were lower than usual.

The first day southbound commenced with somewhat
bumpy conditions which continued throughout the
morning until the ship turned the corner into the
northern Bay. As expected, Gannets were the mainstay
of the day, with an occasional appearance of a Fulmar.
The team had to wait until almost lunchtime before
getting a brief glimpse of a Harbour Porpoise.

As we progressed further into the bay, sightings of
Great Skua, Storm-petrel, Sooty and Cory’s Shearwater
increased and by mid afternoon we gained our first brief
sighting of a small group of Common Dolphin coming
in to bow ride. It was not until late-afternoon that we
encountered our largest sighting of Common Dolphin,
when over a twenty minute period an estimated 160
animals came in to the ship.

It was not until after 18:00 that the blows of some
distant large rorqual whales, probably Fin Whale, were
first spotted. The day finished on an optimistic high
with a small group of Striped Dolphin passing briefly
close by the boat.

After a brief sortie up the Hill the team returned to the
ship and the captain’s pre-departure announcement to
the passengers did not bode well – the ship would be
running into a force 8.  As warned, no sooner had they
got beyond the breakwater than conditions went
downhill from then on. They did however manage to
record a small pod of Striped Dolphin by mid-afternoon
and as by early evening, some distant large rorqual
blows were observed.

On the final day northbound they took up positions on
the bridge and quickly realised they had not even
reached Ouessant. It was then that they learned that the
previous day’s forecast had been underestimated. Over
night, the storm reached at least a 10, causing the ship
to have to slow down considerably. This would explain
the exceptional crashing and banging, rolling and
pitching they all experienced over night.

Although cetaceans did not put in an appearance, the
numbers of Gannet began to increase the further north
the ship travelled. The weather also began to improve
enough to allow the ‘Billy’  to put a spurt on to make up
time. The most interesting part of the long haul home
proved to be the large number of Manx Shearwaters in
the Channel, particularly off the Channel Isles. In all
they recorded just over 200 Manx and four Balearic
Shearwaters.



19-21st August
Survey Results

Cetaceans
Common Dolphin                  20
Striped Dolphin      12
Harbour Porpoise            1
Fin Whale     1
Large Rorqual Whale       8

Total Animals   42

Birds
Fulmar   35
Manx Shearwater        217
Balearic Shearwater     4
Cory’s Shearwater   35
Great Shearwater           8
Sooty Shearwater     3
Shearwater sp     5
Storm Petrel   19
Gannet  420
Great Skua     5
Lesser Black-Backed Gull        7
Great Black-Backed Gull        3
Kittiwake     8
Sandwich Tern     2
Common Tern   12
Tern sp     2

Research Team: John Day, Laura Fletcher,
Simon Hartill

SEPTEMBER

The Ogston Bird club came aboard the Pride of Bilbao
for the 3rd – 5th mini-cruise. Their list included 19 Great
Shearwater, 9 Sooty Shearwater, 4 Sabine’s Gull, 1
Common Snipe and 1 Black Tern. The cetacean
sightings by Wildlife Officer Clive Martin included 82
Large Rorqual Fin Whales (or similar), 2 Minke Whale,
2 breaching Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, 19 Pilot Whale,
262 Common Dolphin, 22 Bottlenose Dolphin and 75
Harbour Porpoise. Similar numbers of cetaceans and
birds of the same species were seen on the 6th-8th of the
month and again for the 9th-11th; for the latter trip John
Arnott was also able to add 2 Risso’s Dolphin and 4
Sperm Whale.

The first of the BDRP Whale and Dolphin Theme
Cruises for September took place on the 14th – 17th of
the month. By all accounts it was once again a great
success that enabled many passengers to get their first
sightings of some of Biscay’s treasures. The added
bonus was the sighting of the world’s largest animal –
the Blue Whale. Other sightings included:

Cetaceans
Blue Whale 1, Large Rorqual/Fin Whale 118, Minke
Whale 2, Sperm Whale 5, Cuvier�s Beaked Whale 2,
Beaked Whale Sp. 2, Long-finned Pilot Whale 98,
Common Dolphin 592, Striped Dolphin 266, Bottlenose

Dolphin 66, Dolphin Sp. 39, Cetacean Sp. 2, Harbour
Porpoise 32.
Birds
Fulmar, Sooty Shearwater, European Storm-petrel,
Leach�s Storm-petrel , Gannet, Phalarope Sp, Great
Skua , Parasitic (Arctic) Skua, Mediterranean Gull,
Yellow-legged Gull, Lesser Black-backed Gull, Little
Gull, Sabine’s Gull, Sandwich Tern, Common Tern,
Arctic Tern, �Commic� Tern, Hobby, Grey Plover,  Bar-
tailed Godwit,  Northern Lapwing, Common Snipe,
Bar-tailed Godwit, Whimbrel, Ruddy Turnstone,
Common Kingfisher, Tree Pipit , Meadow Pipit ,
Yellow Wagtail , White / Pied Wagtail , Northern
Wheatear , Chiffchaff, Spotted Flycatcher
Plus
Ocean Sunfish Mola mola 1, Shark Sp. 1, Turtle Sp. 1
(possible), Tuna Thunnus sp. boils seen

Clive Martin was on board again for the 18th-20th and
was fortunate enough to identify 3 Sei Whale. This is a
species that can be very difficult to identify – see
Creature Feature for details. Other sightings included 88
Large Rorqual/Fin Whale, 3 Sperm Whale, 4 Cuvier’s
Beaked Whale, 5 Pilot Whale, 200 Common Dolphin,
148 Striped Dolphin and 23 Harbour Porpoise.

The second BDRP Theme Cruise took place on the 21st-
23rd September with the possible highlight being a
Minke Whale that was observed repeatedly breaching
up to 30 times. Other sightings for the cruise included:

Cetaceans
Large Rorqual/Fin Whale 93, Minke Whale 5, Sperm
Whale 22, Northern Bottlenose Whale 3 (possible),
Cuvier�s Beaked Whale 5, Beaked Whale Sp. 6,
Mesoplodon Sp. 4, Long-finned Pilot Whale 12,
Common Dolphin 80, Striped Dolphin 208, Bottlenose
Dolphin 10, Dolphin Sp. 4, Harbour Porpoise 9, large
whale breach 1
Birds
Fulmar, Cory�s Shearwater, Manx Shearwater, Sooty
Shearwater, Balearic Shearwater, European Storm-
petrel, Leach�s Storm-petrel, Gannet, Great Skua,
Pomarine Skua, Parasitic (Arctic) Skua, Yellow-legged
Gull, Lesser Black-backed Gull, Great Black-backed
Gull, Little Gull  Sabine�s Gull, Little Tern, Sandwich
Tern, Arctic Tern, Grey Heron, Avocet, Turnstone,
Turtle Dove, Grey Wagtail, Robin, Pied Flycatcher,
Stock Dove, Willow Warbler, Swallow

The September survey (27th – 29th) welcomed James
and Fiona on their first BDRP trip. The first day
southbound started at 07:08 on the Bridge with
reasonable visibility and a Force 3 northerly wind.
Within half an hour of commencing the survey a very
obliging Firecrest settled on the front windscreen
wipers – giving a good glimpse of this cute little bird.
The first cetacean encounter was with 2 groups of
approximately 20 Bottlenose Dolphin just after 13:00,
which was spotted thanks to a large flock of feeding
Gannets.  The dolphins appeared to be ‘working up’  in
a circle a likely bait ball of fish. Consequently it is
likely that there were many more animals below the



surface than were seen at one time working up this
‘ball’ .

After the first large Rorqual blow 20 minutes later
several groups of Common Dolphin (numbering from at
least 4 – 20 per group) came in towards the ship from
various directions. Unfortunately the sea state had
turned into a good Force 4 at this time so the number of
animals visible at the surface was no doubt far less than
the total number within the group. More animals were
seen but some of these were behind the ship and outside
of the survey area.

There were a few further Rorqual blows within the
following couple of hours. One of these animals came
within 1800m of the ship. I managed to get a good view
of it and observed the head, back and dorsal out of the
water at the same time and a tall erect dorsal fin before
the animal ‘slid’  back into the water – a probable Sei
Whale!

Bird-wise, sightings for the day included a smattering
of Sabine’s Gull, several Bonxies and a few Great
Shearwater. A couple of birdwatching groups were on
the ship to maintain a vigilant watch over the back
decks too which helped the team (thanks to their photo
id) to identify one little passerine as a Grasshopper
Warbler.

The following morning the Captain announced that it
was to be a fine day in Santurtzi and fortunately he
wasn’ t wrong. The walk up The Hill was enjoyable as
ever and juvenile Red-backed Shrike were amongst the
first birds to be encountered along the alleyway that
meanders up the hillside from the town. It wasn’ t long
before the Griffon Vultures were riding the thermals
and the hedgerows and bushes were bouncing with
birds. Taking the path to the left at the top of the slope
with the gas pipeline was worthwhile as it delivered a
rare sighting for The Hill - Chough.

Interestingly back on board the Pride of Bilbao, just
after leaving port side, one of the birdwatchers
photographed a group of Yellow-legged Gulls. It was
only afterwards when reviewing the shot on his digital
camera that the zooming in revealed a rare Audouin’s
Gull.

The Northbound survey began at 13:13 in reasonable
sea conditions – Force 2 to 4 being the order of the day.
Little more than an hour later the team observed the
first of 18 Rorqual blows encountered throughout the
afternoon. They were only able to identify 5 of these as
Fin Whale with any degree of certainty. At 14:20 one of
these large Rorquals came within 1200m of the ship and
then as it headed way down the port beam two smaller
animals surfaced just behind it and appeared to be
following or chasing it. Much larger than
Common/Striped Dolphin but obviously not Rorquals
these animals appeared to be very robust Blackfish with
a significant dorsal fin and distinctive body rolling
action as if they were ‘on a mission’ . The glimpse of the
large dorsal and the way in which it moved led the team

to conclude that they had just encountered 2 female
Killer Whale. Interestingly the Dutch birding group on
the outer deck claimed to have identified 5 Pilot Whale
just ahead of the large Rorqual (behind the beam so the
team couldn’ t have seen them) and a short distance
from the 2 possible Killer Whale. This encounter was
subject to much debate throughout the rest of the trip!

The second and final day Northbound began at 06:51
thanks to near mirror calm conditions. These conditions
helped us to pick out 14 Harbour Porpoise through the
day. The birdwatchers on the back claimed they saw
many more.

Surveying from dusk until dawn can be tiring business
and regular breaks are essential to help keep the survey
team fit and alert – not to mention stocked up with the
chef’s finest. However, most team members know that
they run the risk of missing something when they nip
downstairs for lunch. I am now cursing the extra
helping of salad I had as it was whilst I was munching
on a lettuce leaf that James and Fiona enjoyed excellent
sightings of 2 groups of Risso’s Dolphin – and just
within sight of land as well. The birders on the outer
deck also claimed distant Bottlenose Dolphin at about
the same time.

Four probable Leach’s Petrel were among the bird
highlights as was a large ‘ raft’  of over 80 Storm-petrel
presumed to be feeding on a dead animal of some kind.

The Pride of Bilbao made good time up the Channel,
having missed the outgoing tides, and the team were
back at berth by 16:40. Not the most prolific of trips in
terms of sheer numbers of cetaceans encountered but
enjoyable and rewarding nonetheless.

© Clive Martin, BDRP

© Clive Martin, BDRP

Common Dolphin –
never  fails to impress with its beauty

Gannet -
1294 were recorded dur ing the
September survey.



27th – 29th SEPTEMBER 2007
Survey Results

Cetaceans
Common Dolphin                    78
Striped Dolphin           4
Bottlenose Dolphin      40
Risso’s Dolphin                9
Harbour Porpoise                   14
Killer Whale        2
Fin Whale        5
Sei Whale        1
Rorqual sp      34

Total Animals   187

Birds
Fulmar     29
Great Shearwater             7
Sooty Shearwater     10
Balearic Shearwater       1
Shearwater sp       1
Storm Petrel     99
Leach’s Storm-petrel       4
Gannet 1294
Great Cormorant     16
Common Scoter       1
Shoveler     49
Great Skua   103
Pomarine Skua       1
Long-tailed Skua       1
Black-headed Gull       3
Common Gull       1
Herring Gull     25
Lesser Black-Backed Gull         19
Great Black-Backed Gull        26
Yellow Legged Gull     28
Little Gull       1
Kittiwake     17
Sabine’s Gull     22
Arctic Tern     10
Tern sp                      24
Guillemot       1
Auk Sp       2
Firecrest       1
House Martin       1
Barn Swallow       5
Wheatear       1
Linnet       1
Blackcap       1
Grasshopper Warbler       1
Warbler sp       1
Meadow Pipit     44
White Wagtail       2
Finch sp       3
Song Thrush       2
Merlin       1

Plus
Ocean Sunfish       2
Tuna sp        1

Research Team: Duncan Fyfe, James
McCarthy, Fiona McNie

Marinelife
Plymouth – Roscoff Survey

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

Species
Total

Species July August September
Harbour
Porpoise

5 0 8

Common
Dolphin

2 0 0

Bottlenose
Dolphin

0 5 5

Make a Difference!
Sign a Petition

Many of our supporters ask us what else they
can do to make a difference to help our
whales, dolphins and marine life. You may be
interested to know that you can petition the
UK Government directly via the following
website.

http://petitions.pm.gov.uk/

Click on view petitions and follow the threads
to the issues relating to dolphins, the Marine
Bill, protecting fishing stocks or the marine
environment in general.

BDRP at the Labour Party
Conference!

Clive Martin, Senior Wildlife Office, Chairman
and Director of Marinelife, had the opportunity
recently to address the fringe meeting of the
Labour Animal Welfare Society during the
Labour Party Conference at Bournemouth.
Clive was able to talk to the Society about the
continued plight of marine mammals and in
particular dolphins. He also forwarded a copy
of a recent press release – details below -
which highlights concerns with regards to
drastic drops in dolphin numbers in the Bay of
Biscay (see page 8 for details).
Clive was able to explain the reasons for this
decline in numbers and hopefully in this way
allow our politicians to make more informed
decisions – especially with regards to
European Fisheries policies for example.



WHERE HAVE ALL THE
DOLPHI NS GONE THI S SUMMER?

Have a flick through past issues of Splash and you may
notice that the number of cetacean sightings appears to
have fallen in recent years. Many of the long serving
survey team members have commented on this very
fact. Certainly during the editor’s first trips onboard the
Pride of Bilbao there were occasions when there was so
much cetacean activity that it was difficult to write it all
down fast enough. Those sort of encounters do still
happen but the number of cetaceans seen does seem to
be on the decline in recent years. This could be for
many reasons. It is possible that they are still there but
just not on our survey route at the moment. However,
there are so many pressures now upon our cetaceans
that when alarm bells like this do ring we need to take
notice. Marinelife therefore decided to issue the
following press release at the end of September.

Researchers from the wildlife conservation
char ity Marinelife are extremely concerned about
what it is NOT seeing this summer in the Bay of
Biscay.

Marinelife’s unique long-term monitoring project,
the Biscay Dolphin Research Programme (BDRP)
has been conducting scientific monthly whale,
dolphin and seabird surveys through the English
Channel and Bay of Biscay for the last 13 years,
using the P&O Cruise Ferry, The Pride of Bilbao, as
a research platform. In addition, a BDRP full-time
Wildlife Officer collects daily data on dolphin
abundance. The BDRP surveys have detected more
than 20 species of whale and dolphin in the Bay of
Biscay and counted over a hundred thousand
animals.

Through the recent work of BDRP and other research
groups, the Bay of Biscay has become known as a
worldwide hotspot for whales, dolphins and seabirds
with many passengers each year experiencing
wonderful encounters with the marine wildlife,
especially groups of dolphins that may number
several thousand. However, this summer there has
been a very obvious and worrying dearth of
sightings, which is significant given that the Bay of
Biscay is of European importance for dolphins and
other cetaceans.

Early indications have shown that during June and
July, the total number counted of the 3 main dolphin
species, Common Dolphin, Striped Dolphin and
Bottlenose Dolphin, are down by around 80% on the
same time last year.  Seabirds, such as Auks,
Shearwaters, and Gannets have also been in short
supply and the situation has been ongoing since the
early spring, with no signs of an improvement thus

far during August. Marinelife are worried that this
very apparent decline in sightings of both dolphins
and seabirds along the ferry route, could be more
wide-ranging and could indicate a big reduction in
fish stocks due to over fishing or a change in
distribution of fish stocks due to temperature changes
(in turn linked to climate change).   This year has
already been marked by a failure of the anchovy
fishery, with bans being put in place for the Spanish
and French fleets, but what else could be happening?

Marinelife’s Research Director, Dr Tom Brereton
said:
“Whatever the cause of the disappearance of
dolphins this summer, it shows both how vulnerable
they are and how alarmingly quickly local declines
can occur when environmental conditions change.
The changes highlight how we need to act quickly, to
address major issues such as climate change and
over-fishing.”

Common Dolphin in the Bay of Biscay – Copyright
Clive Martin / BDRP

Marinelife are also well aware of the other pressures
facing dolphins, especially those in Biscay and the
Western Approaches to the English Channel and that
too is related to commercial fishing – namely bycatch
of dolphins in fishing nets. This activity is known to
claim thousands of dolphins each year, many
washing up dead on the beaches of the south west
coastline and this situation has still not been
adequately addressed by the fishing industry.

Marinelife continues to work in partnership with a
number of other research groups, spearheading an
international initiative, the Atlantic Research
Coalition (ARC) that aims to describe changes in the
status of whales and dolphins at European scale.

For further information on Marinelife please contact
either Adrian Shephard (PR & Publicity Officer) on +44
(0) 7789 617617 or at
adrian.shephard@marinelife.org.uk  or Tom Brereton
+44 (0) 7816 786173 or at tom.brereton@biscay-
dolphin.org.uk

Further information on Marinelife can be found by
visiting our website at www.marine-life.org.uk



 

SEI  WHALE (Balaenoptera borealis)

The Sei Whale is a medium sized rorqual whale of
between 14-20m in length. They are seen much
less frequently in the Bay of Biscay than Fin
Whales and most sightings tend to be in the
summer months.

Sei Whales most closely resemble Bryde’s Whale
for which there are recent confirmed sightings
within the European Waters. However, the main
confusion species in the survey area is the Fin
Whale. Sei Whales at sea appear dark with a sickle
shaped dorsal fin that can vary in size from 0.25 to
0.6m in height and is slightly larger and located
further forward than the Fin Whale. A longitudinal
ridge starts at the highest point of the head and
may be visible in close encounters (Bryde’s Whale
has 3 parallel ridges). Sei Whales also have fewer
ventral grooves than Fin Whale but this is almost
impossible to tell at sea as are the shorter flukes
and flippers. Very often the blowhole and dorsal
fin are visible at the same time although BDRP
research suggests that this feature alone may not
be conclusive for identification purposes. They
have a regular dive sequence and stay near the
surface quite consistently, blowing every 40-60
seconds when preparing to dive for between 5 – 20
minutes. When swimming the dorsal fin and back
often remain visible for longer periods of time than
other large rorqual whales. The blow is distinct,
but not as tall or as columnar as Fin Whale.
Sei Whales have a worldwide distribution but a
somewhat patchy oceanic distribution. However,
they tend to prefer more temperate waters than
other species of large whale and generally avoid
colder polar waters.

Sei Whales are regarded as the fastest of the
rorqual whales and can reach bursts of speed in
excess of 20knots.

They are more commonly seen in the deeper
waters of the Bay of Biscay but occasionally have

been seen in the shallower waters to the north
where their diet will consist of fish, krill and squid.

Elsewhere this species has been reported off New
Zealand, the Falkland Islands, West and Southern
Africa. Little information exists on population
numbers and may be in the region of 37,000 in the
Southern Hemisphere and 14,000 in the Northern
Hemisphere, the majority of which are in the North
Pacific. Some scientists think that the Northern
and Southern populations belong to separate sub
species as the latter tend to be slightly larger
animals.

Sei Whales are normally found alone or in groups
of 2-5 individuals, though larger aggregations are
found on feeding grounds. Sightings in Biscay are
of single animals and a few in pairs.

As was the case for all large whales Sei Whales
were regularly hunted/exploited in large numbers
as later as the 1960’s and 1970’s. The population
was subsequently heavily depleted. Like other
cetaceans the main threats today are noise and
chemical pollution. However, thanks to certain
nations the spectre of hunting especially in the
southern hemisphere is never far away.   

Sei Whale (above) with Fin Whale (below) for
comparison. Note the sickle shaped fin on the
former species that is located further forward
towards the head. The blow hole and dorsal fin are
also visible at the surface at the same time.

Sei Whale

Fin  Whale



Hydroactive Women’s Challenge
– Hyde Park

Sunday 16th September 2007

Keen Marinelife researcher, Laura Fletcher,
has raised £167.50 in support of the work
of Marinelife.  Laura took part in the Hydro
Active Women's Challenge at Hyde Park,
London, on Sunday 16th September.  This
involved a three-mile run which, despite a
previous injury to her foot, Laura
completed in a personal best time of 27
minutes and 15 seconds!

The sky was clear and promised to stay so.
After the train ride to Hyde Park, the first thing
I saw was BBC Radio London seting up and
energetically broadcasting all the busy goings
on, interviewing celebrities and charity
runners alike.

After getting my bearings and exploring the
many tents and stands, I found a large, mostly
blank wall with a few scribblings on it created
by one of the sponsors. Quickly realising what
was going on, I acquired a pen from nearby,
wrote up a message and drew the Marinelife
logo for everyone to see.

All around women were excitedly chatting,
jogging and stretching. The changing rooms
were thronging; the musical warm-up was well
and truly underway; the ‘Hydration Stations’
were doing a roaring trade in free bottles of
drink and the toilets, well I’m sure at least half
of you would understand when I say I could
barely see them, even with binoculars… there
were over 20 000 women there after all!

Behind the competitive runners (including
world record holder Meseret Defar and
Britain’s Jo Pavey), a myriad of coloured T-
shirts, and the occasional silly hat or skirt,
could soon be seen lining up along the road
for the starting gun at 11am. With cheers and
much encouragement from the crowd, we
were soon off, not forgetting to wave at the
BBC Grandstand camera roving above us. By
this time the air was quite muggy and a fair bit
of friendly elbowing was often needed just to
hold ground, especially around tight corners
where the jostling got a little more fierce.
Completing each kilometre faster than the
last, I eventually came in at a time of 27
minutes 15 seconds, which was very pleasing
considering I had strained my left foot not 2
days previously! Collecting my medal, I
wandered back through the park, chatting as I
went to other participants, answering their
questions and explaining the work carried out
by Marinelife.

Crossing the finish line brought that feeling of
elation that is often only felt in combination
with both achievement and exhaustion.
Although training at the gym no doubt
improved my aerobic fitness, it had in no way
prepared me for the sense of occasion, or for
the fantastic atmosphere of fun, goodwill and
friendship.

Through conversations and sketchy drawings,
Marinelife may have gained a few extra
publicity points (a keen eye would have even
spotted the researcher T-shirt dashing past on
BBC2 later that evening!) and with £167.50
raised through sponsorship the whole event
can be nothing less than a success. I really
cannot emphasise enough how accessible
these sorts of opportunities are; anyone can
take part, anyone can raise money. If
everyone decided to give a little of their time
to fundraising work just think what a difference
it could make to Marinelife. Finally, I just wish
to send out a massive thank you to all those
who donated money and supported me, it was
this that drove my determination and kept my
mind focused.

Laura Fletcher
MarineLife Research Team Member



P&0/BDRP WHALE AND
DOLPHIN THEME CRUISE

Andy Bool of the Whale and Dolphin
Conservation Society was lucky enough to be
on board the Pride of Bilbao recently for a
P&O/BDRP Whale and Dolphin Theme Cruise.
Here’s his account of that trip – just to whet your
appetite.

The Ship’s PA system announces "Hello
everyone, your Wildlife Officer Clive Martin here,
I©ve just spotted some Common Dolphin to
starboard. They©re about 700m away at the
moment and are coming in to bowride."
Everyone on the observation deck rushes to the
rail on the starboard side of the ship, binoculars
held up to faces, looking for the dolphins.
Suddenly we see a splash, then another, and
the sleek bodies of the dolphins flying through
the air before they splash back into the grey-
blue water. They are heading for the front of the
boat, torpedo like. It is exhilarating to see them.
They disappear under the front of the huge boat
- we all hold our breath waiting for them to
reappear. They do - down the side, playing in
the water then to the back of the boat where
they play again in the wake before disappearing
behind us.

We aren©t on a traditional whale and dolphin
watching holiday but on a P&O Ferry - The
Pride of Bilbao - from Portsmouth. The 3 day
round trip (or “minicruise”) to Bilbao takes us
through the Bay of Biscay and one of the best
places to see cetaceans in the North Atlantic.
Clive Martin, Director of the Biscay Dolphin
Research Project (BDRP) has been surveying
whales and dolphins from this boat for the last
12 years. He has also been helping passengers
on these trips to experience the thrill of seeing
Sperm Whales, Fin Whales, the rare Cuviers
Beaked Whale, Orca, Common, Striped and
Bottlenose Dolphin and even, on occasion, Blue
Whales.

BDRP has been supporting WDCS and our
work for a number of years - most recently by
donating £1,000 to our campaign to help stop
commercial whaling. We are lucky enough to
spend some time with Clive on the bridge of the
huge ship 32m above the waves. We help to
spot the huge "blows" in front of the boat
indicating the presence of a whale. These 30ft
plumes of condensed breath show where the
whales are coming up to the surface to breathe.
The whales are travelling in the opposite
direction to us and we pass within a few
hundred metres of some of these giants -
probably Fin Whales – we get a fleeting glimpse

of their huge backs as they roll through the
water, their blows gradually fading in to the
distance as we carry on. All in all we saw 11
large whales on our trip – fewer than in previous
weeks but this is because the animals are
migrating, probably out into the deeper Atlantic
waters.

In 12 years on the ship, Clive has seen fewer
dolphins this year than ever before and is
worried. He flicks through his journal from
previous years to check on sightings - we saw
130 Common Dolphin on our trip but in previous
years Clive has spotted upwards of 2000. He
shows us the numbers from the same trip in
2006 and they are much higher. He isn©t sure
yet why this may be but has his suspicions -
thousands of dolphins are caught and killed "by
accident" in fishing nets every year. In winter,
the Common Dolphins move into the Channel
and it is only by studying the figures over the
next few months that Clive will be able to see if
this trend of fewer sightings is set to continue.
We get off the ferry in Portsmouth, having spent
3 days aboard and seen Fin Whales, Striped
and Common Dolphin. It was a truly memorable
experience to see whales and dolphins
swimming freely in the wild and so close to
home too. Our thanks to Clive for inviting us
onboard the Pride of Bilbao and seeing the
valuable work carried out by BDRP and thanks
also to BDRP and its supporters for the
generous donation to our anti-whaling
campaign. Together we can help to protect
these magnificent creatures from the cruelty of
the commercial hunt.

Andy Bool
Major Giving Manager
WDCS, the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society

WDCS UK
Brookfield House
38 St Paul Street
Chippenham
Wiltshire
SN15 1LJ

http://www.wdcs.org
WDCS is the global voice for  the protection of
whales, dolphins and their  environment.

Fin Whale

© Clive Martin, BDRP



Book a Mini-Cruise onboard the Pride of Bilbao and raise
money for the BDRP at the same time.

We know that many of you have sailed on the Pride of Bilbao on more than one occasion and that many of you are
likely to do so again soon. Now your booking can directly contribute towards the work of the BDRP too. We have
set up a special weblink on the BDRP website that enables supporters to book a trip on board the Pride of Bilbao
with P&O - the premier ferry company through the Bay of Biscay and English Channel. P&O’s continued support
facilitates our research and education programmes onboard the Pride of Bilbao. Importantly the BDRP will earn
commission from bookings made via this weblink. Every penny helps our valuable work so please do consider using
the next time you book.

www.biscay-dolphin.org.uk/biscay/index.html

Don’ t forget to keep an eye out on our website for forthcoming  details of Whale and Dolphin Theme Cruises in 2008!


