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The November survey team faced lumpy seas and a
moderate swell for much of the southbound journey
and encountered rain whilst northbound. However,
this didn’ t dampen their spirits or enthusiasm which
was paid off on the first day of the survey. Several
Common Dolphin sightings were made cumulating in
a  group of approximately 540 animals that included
a large number of calves.  Seabird sightings were
dominated by kittiwakes and gannets with large
number of Great Skuas also present. Great Skuas
only occur in the North-East Atlantic. They breed on
Iceland, The Faroes, on the mainland of Northern
Scotland and also the Shetland and Orkney islands
where they are known as Bonxies.They winter, at
their most northerly point in the western English
Channel, Ushant and Bay of Biscay. They range as
far south as NW Africa during these months.

 Great Skua: also known as
the Bonxie in the north of
Scotland.

December faired a little better in terms of variety of
cetaceans spotted during the survey.
On the first day southbound an impressive group of
200 Bottlenose Dolphins were seen porpoising in
towards the bow. It is possible that group size maybe
attributed to calving in deeper water and/or a greater
abundance of food.

Bottlenose Dolphin Tursiops Truncates

After an exciting days surveying northbound (pilot
whale and common dolphin) the team were also
treated to a spectacular meteor shower which they
observed from deck 11 at night
The final leg of the journey proved to be quiet from a
cetacean point but with 15 common dolphin observed
an hour after sunrise. Encounters with cetaceans and
sightings do seem to decrease the further the ship
moves into the busy Channel and towards the Solent.

DECEMBER 2003

 Cetaceans Recorded:

Common Dolphin -              202
Striped Dolphin    1
Bottlenose Dolphin 200
Long finned Pilot Whale    2

Birds Recorded:

Gannet 107
Cormorant 1
Great Skua 33
Great Black-backed Gull -     33
Herring Gull 1
Gull sp. 2
Kittiwake - 63
Mediterranean Gull 2
Guillemot 24
Razorbill 1
Puffin 3

    Research Team:
Rebecca Milton, Jackie Smith, John Arnott

NOVEMBER 2003

 Cetaceans Recorded:

Common Dolphin -               904

Birds Recorded:

Sooty Shearwater 3
Balearic Shearwater 3
Gannet 190
Storm Petrel 3
Common Scoter 2
Shag 1
Northern Fulmar -   2
Great Skua 72
Skua sp. 1
Great Black-backed Gull -     11
Lesser Black Backed Gull 3
Yellow-legged Gull 2
Common Gull 1
Sabines Gull 2
Large Gull sp. 3
Kittiwake - 226
Guillemot 3
Razorbill 8
Auk species 3
Fieldfare 3
Song Thrush 1
Starling 8
Blackbird 1
Blackcap 1
Feral Pigeon 1

Research Team:
Jo Wharam, Leane Tilley, Sara Thompson
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Before the Pride of Bilbao departed for a refit Clive
Martin, Wildlife Officer on board the Pride of
Bilbao, recorded few sightings but with Common
Dolphin around the Ushant area in low numbers.
There were just 8 sightings comprising a total of 85
animals. Few sightings of Bottlenose Dolphin too
with virtually the only ones seen during January in
the vicinity of the "shallow" slope Southbound as
reported in the December Survey. The northbound
leg of the January survey yielded a group of three
lunge feeding (with gusto!) Fin Whale with another
possible three being reported from the same "rack".

The BDRP web site www.biscay-dolphin.org.uk
was also updated and relaunched and should be
checked out at if you haven’ t already.  Thanks to
everyone who gave of their spare time to help set this
up.

During later winter months the Pride of Bilbao runs
across the Bay of Biscay once per week and for the
rest of the week does relief on the Le Havre run. Full
service commences April 3rd. Clive Martin reported
that from a WLO point of view the start of the new
season was very busy with good support given to
presentations...a pity the cetaceans did not show in
high numbers.

The BDRP also obtained a new high tech digital
camera that should prove valuable for photo id work.

Whale and Dolphin Mini
Cruise Specials

The themed Whale and Dolphin Specials are
now confirmed as July13th and September
25th 2004. Other dates may become available
subject to demand. If you are interested in
participating as a passenger then please phone
08705 20 20 20 quoting Whale and Dolphin
Specials ref 83680 for details.

JANUARY 2004

 Cetaceans Recorded:

Fin Whale -           3
Probable Cuvier’s Beaked Whale           1
Beaked whale speices           2
Common Dolphin -                       469
Striped Dolphin -              2

Birds Recorded:

Gannet -     191
Northern Fulmar -         35
Balearic Shearwater         1
Great Skua      17
Great Black-backed Gull -          19
Herring Gull -      21
Mediterranean Gull        2
Kittiwake -      34
Arctic Tern -      21
Guillemot      21
Razorbill        3
Auk species        2

Research Team:
Darren Fanner, Chris Bielby, John Arnott

FEBRUARY

 Cetaceans Recorded:

Common Dolphin -                       53
Striped Dolphin -            16
Dolphin sp         17
Unidentified cetacean blow           1

Birds Recorded:
Gannet -   386
Northern Fulmar -       85
Great Skua -    14
Mediterranean Gull      1
Lesser Black Backed Gull -   203
Great black backed gull -         19
Herring gull -     80
Yellow Legged Gull       3
Kittiwake -     15
Gull sp.       3
Guillemot     12
Razorbill       2
Puffin       1
Little Auk       1
Auk sp.     10
Common Scoter       2
Red Throated Diver       1

Plus:

1 Ocean Sunfish

Research Team:
Duncan Fyfe, Bob Graves, Rebecca Walker



Fin Whale Balaenoptera physalus

The Fin Whale is the second largest animal on the
planet. One of the rorquals (from the Norwegian
rorvhal, meaning furrow, because of the abundant
throat grooves), this species is found throughout
the world’s oceans. They are generally found in
the deeper offshore waters they are regularly seen
in significant numbers in the Bay of Biscay.  The
peak presence of fin whales in the Bay is from late
July to mid October although occasional
individuals are seen throughout the year.

Fin whales are usually found in small groups of
between 3 and 5. Larger groups can be
encountered at feeding grounds and these larger
extended groups may hold over 100 individuals
and cover hundreds of square miles. Fin Whales
often associate with Sei Whales and mixed groups
are regularly encountered during summer surveys
in the Bay of Biscay area. This mixing of groups
can make identification difficult.  Whale blows are
often used as a method of
identifying the different species
as distance. This technique is
useful but must be used with
great caution. Fin Whales
produce a blow which is up to
6m tall. It is a tall narrow
column shape when seen in
light winds. Fin Whale blows
are much more dense than that
of a Sei Whale.

Fin Whales are large
streamlined whales and are
between 6m and 6.5m at birth
and grow to 18m to 24m at
adult size. There is some size
difference between the northern
and southern hemisphere
populations with those in the south being larger
growing up to 27m. The fin whale is dark grey on

the dorsal surface with a white or light grey
underside. The tip of the snout is more pointed
than in blue whales. The dorsal fin is set back on
the dorsal surface and is further back than on the

Sei Whale. The dorsal fin is less falcate than
in Sei Whales and rises at a shallow angle
from the back of the animal. The positioning
of the dorsal fin means that the fin and the
blowhole cannot be seen exposed at the
surface at the same time unlike the Sei
Whale.

Behind the head and particularly noticeable
on the right hand side of the animal is a

white ‘chevron’  area which is characteristic of this
species.

Fin Whales skim feed at or just below the surface
on small copepods and can sometimes be seen just
below the surface between breaths whilst feeding
often on their sides giving a very strange
appearance. Fin Whales are known to breach in
quite a dramatic display. When breaching they
tend to exit the water at a larger angle than Sei
Whales and then crash back onto the water
creating a dramatic (and often loud) explosion of
water. These water clouds can be seen at great
distances from higher vantage points. Breaching
may be repeated 5 or 6 times in a single display.
These displays can be in response to disturbance of
the animal or without obvious reason.  Fin Whales
do not usually show their flukes when diving.

This species can easily be confused with Sei
Whales, Bryde’s Whales and the blow at distance
can be confused with many species.

Andy Williams
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Dredging in the Channel

Plans are currently being drawn up to ‘strip mine’
large areas of the sea bed in the English Channel to
meet the increasing demand for building materials
and coastal defences. However, the Channel is an
exceptionally important area for marine wildlife as
frequent BDRP surveys have highlighted. Whilst
the direct and immediate impact upon cetaceans
and seabirds from the dredging activities per se is
likely to be small, the longer term and more wider
reaching issues are of great concern.

The Aggregate Industry

Approximately 4 tonnes of aggregates (sand,
gravel and crushed rock) are consumed per person
each year in the UK and, in the South East, more
than a third of the supply of sand and gravel is
marine-dredged. Half of this amount – nearly 5
million tonnes – is extracted from sites on the
South coast, with the remainder coming from the
northern Thames estuary and East coast.

Dredging: although sand and gravel cover the vast
majority of the region’s seabed, only in very few
locations are the deposits thick enough to make
extraction viable.

Aggregate extraction may only take place within
licensed areas of seabed.. In the South East, the
licence areas are currently concentrated around the
Isle of Wight and off Littlehampton and Hastings,
comprising a total area of around 200 km2. In any
one year, the area dredged is approximately 30

km2.  In English waters, marine aggregate
extraction is regulated by the Office of the Deputy
Prime Minister (ODPM) and licences to dredge are
issued by the Crown Estate, in the role of landlord.
A number of dredging companies now want to
remove further vast quantities (millions of tonnes)
of sand and gravel from an area mid-way between
the Sussex coast and northern France. These
companies say that they need to look to new
sources as older reserves run low and the demand
for building materials increases.

Dredging and biodiversity

The problem is that the seabed of the Eastern
Channel supports an exceptionally rich array of
marine wildlife. Of particular concern is the
impact that dredging this area will have upon cod,
plaice and scallop for which this area in an
important breeding ground.

Aggregate dredging, by its very nature, causes
extreme disturbance of seabed habitats and
removes, kills or damages most of the fauna in its
path. Moreover, fine sediments arising from the
dredging process can smother sensitive wildlife far
beyond the dredger’s path and can interfere with
fish and shellfish spawning.

Scallop: Cod, plaice and scallops are just some of
the more notable species that will be directly
affected.

The impacts of dredging can therefore be felt
throughout the entire marine ecosystem –
including cetaceans and seabirds.

The Wildlife Trusts and other conservation
organisations are concerned the possible licensing
of these new areas in the eastern English Channel.
The target sites are especially rich in wildlife and
there are fears about the cumulative impacts of
numerous extraction operations in close proximity.



On a higher level, sand and gravel are a non-
renewable resource that is in finite supply, and
there is a need to increase the use of alternative
and recycled materials.

What is being done to resolve these issues?
The Wildlife Trusts and marine aggregate
extraction.

In the UK the Wildlife Trusts are working closely
with other parties to develop a common
understanding of the principal issues associated
with marine aggregate extraction and biodiversity.
The Trusts recently agreed a Memorandum of
Understanding with the British Marine Aggregate
Producers Association in order to facilitate
partnership working and sharing of information.
Earlier this year, they organised a national
conference on marine aggregates and biodiversity
and published two reports on the subject. On a
regional level, they have just completed a major
project entitled ‘Marine biodiversity and
aggregates in South East England’ , with funding
from English Nature under Defra’s Aggregates
Levy Sustainability Fund.

Hermit Crab: just one of the species found in the
Channel that could be affected by dredging
activities.

To find out more the following websites may be of
interest:

www.wildlifetrusts.org

www.southeastmarine.org.uk for information about
current projects and to download copies of the two
aggregates reports.
www.bmapa.org for information about marine
aggregate extraction.

Thanks to Lisa Browning of the Wildlife Trust.
Dredger Photograoh courtesy of BMPA
Wildlife images courtesy of Paul Naylor from
from 'Great British Marine Animals'
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If you would like to receive fur ther  copies of
SPLASH! - emailed to our supporters free of charge -
then please send details of your email address to
myself, Duncan Fyfe at:

duncan.fyfe2003@fsnet.co.uk

The BDRP will hold your details in confidence and they will not
be passed onto any third party.

HOW TO MAKE A
DONATION to the BDRP

The BDRP is a non-profit making organisation run
entirely by volunteers and funded largely by donations
from the public. If you would like to make a further
donation then please send a cheque or postal orders
made payable to:

“BDRP”
6 Manor Way,
Lee on Solent,
Hampshire. PO13 9JH

All proceeds will be go straight to the BDRP to enable
us to continue our work conserving the whales and
dolphins of the Bay of Biscay scientific investigation
and educational activities.

Once again we THANK YOU for your support.


