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Dear Friends,

I hope it has been a pleasant summer for
everyone. The weather has certainly been a
bit varied towards the end August and
September.  However, some of the storms did
manage to wash up an interesting creature on
one of my local beaches.
The story hit the headlines of one of the local
papers and generated so much interest that
their website crashed. The published
photograph showed a creature approximately
4 foot long with a seal like neck, flippers that
looked more like hands, a small dorsal fin and
a sleek looking tail. At first glance it looked
like nothing I had ever seen before. However,
upon closer inspection the peg like teeth ruled
out a seal species (which tend to have more
dog like teeth). The paper described it as a
‘baby Nessie’, local naturalists were also
baffled and cryptozoologists were no doubt
having a field day. It was eventually identified
as a decomposed and bloated Harbour
Porpoise.

Decayed Harbour
Porpoise – identified
from the peg like
teeth.

The news item certainly generated a lot of
interest and is no doubt the sort of thing from
which legends stories are born. Ancient
stories about mermaids were no doubt
influenced by early encounters with species
previously never encountered before such as
manatees, seals or even beaked whales.
Sightings of Nessie herself can more often
than not be attributed to Sturgeon, Otters or
seals in Loch Ness. Or are they?

In 1994 a new living species of muntjac deer–
the Giant Muntjac ( Mega muntiacus
vuquangensis) – was discovered in Vietnam.
If large species of mammal are still being
discovered on land what else could exist in
the oceans? In 2003 a new species on baleen
whale was identified from specimens caught

and washed up in Japan (Balaenaptera
Omurai). In 2002 a new species of beaked
whale was discovered thanks to DNA analysis
of some of specimens washed ashore in
California (Mesoplodon perrini).

The point is that this goes to show how little
we still know about the oceans and its
creatures. Scientists have barely touched the
surface of cetacean biology and ecology and
largely for that very reason. Most encounters
with cetaceans are for a few brief seconds as
they come to the surface to breath or from
strandings.  Which makes it all the more
important for organisations like the BDRP to
be out there conducting research into these
amazing creatures. We may not discover a
new species of whale in Biscay but we are
certainly learning more about those that are
known to us all the time.

In early September several passengers on
board the Pride of Bilbao did witness some
rather strange and unusual sightings which
turned out to be large numbers of strange
coiled or looped jellyfish. Jellyfish are
frequently encountered in large numbers in
the UK but the September sightings were
quite unusual.

Jellyfish are the subject of this issues special
feature with superb drawings provided by Toni
Cross. These are fascinating creatures indeed
and I for one regularly encounter them as they
become trapped in the local harbour. Once
close to the shore they get caught by the surf,
become beached and are then left to dry in
the sun – very much like the harbour porpoise
opposite.

On a cheerier note, I do hope you enjoy this
issue and once again, thanks for your support.

Duncan Fyfe

Editor &
BDRP Supporters Group
Officer
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June began with an exciting report from the Pride of
Bilbao’s crossing from 30th May to 1st June. Clive
Martin, Wildlife Officer, reported sightings not only of
Curviers beaked whale but of Sowerby’s too.Pygmy
Killer, False Killer Whales and Minke Whales were
also reported as were basking shark.

Sowerbys Beaked Whale Mesoplodon bidens

Was seen from the Pride of Bilbao on the 31st May

Striped and Common Dolphin were seen throughout
June in good numbers, with one group of Striped
Dolphin perhaps consisting of 1000 individuals.
Further to Clive Martins’  sightings on the 26th May
AMBAR (BDRP’s  Spanish partners) recorded 8
Atlantic White-sided Dolphin on 9th June in association
with Bottlenosed Dolphin and pilot whales.

Bird highlights for the month include Great and Little
Shearwater.

Great Shearwater: in the survey area the peak numbers
are seen from August-October . It has been recorded
from July to November making this June record worthy
of note.

Fin Whales arrived early into the eastern Bay at the end
of the month when the survey team of Andy Williams,
Duncan Fyfe, Jeff Picksley and Nick Parkins recorded
50 large rorquals, most of which were positively
identified as fin whale between  26-29 June. This marks
the earliest arrival en-masse of Fin Whales into the ferry
survey area since 1996. Eight other cetacean species
were recorded including Sperm Whale and a number
of M inke Whale in the English Channel.

Corys shearwater were also recorded by the team. At
least 80 birds were recorded, representing possibly the
largest June count in 10 years of monitoring. Other
seabirds recorded on the trip included Sooty
Shearwater, Manx Shearwater, Storm Petrel, Great
Skua and Little Gull.

� � ��

AMBAR sadly recorded couple of strandings during
July. The first was a Basking Shark that washed up
dead in Santurzi. The animal had been seen alive for 4
days close to the beach but was severely injured and
obviously fatally injured. Then on 24th July a 2.6m
Pygmy Sperm whale was found stranded near the port
village of Ondarroa.

Bottlenose Dolphin were again seen on more than 1
occasion along the Dorset Coast with 35 sighted at
Poole Bay on the 12th.

The BDRP had a very successful theme cruise on the
13th to 16th July. The main news was that 2 Blue Whales
were sighted in very calm sea conditions. One animal
was bigger than the other. The BDRP team and
passengers also had a very interesting encounter with 5
Pygmy Killer Whale who were probably predating on
the calves within a group of Long-finned Pilot Whale.
Also sighted were:

Common dolphin - 909
Striped Dolphin - 780
Long-finned Pilot Whale - 48
Fin Whale/Large Rorqual - 35
Risso’s dolphin - 3
Bottlenose Dolphin - 19
Cuvier©s Beaked Whale - 6
 Minke Whale - 9
Harbour porpoise - 3
Beaked Whale sp - 3

On 29th July a Common Dolphin was seen swimming
near the beach at Sopelana with shark bite in its fluke.
The dolphin was still alive. It is a common myth that
dolphins actively scare or attacks sharks and that you
will never find the 2 in the same place. Whilst some
larger dolphin species may attack sharks when they
have young to protect it is also true that sharks will
attack dolphins given the chance. This can incidently
be a useful aid to photo identification in some parts of
the world.

Copyr ight:
AMBAR/
Olatz

The survey team had generally good weather conditions
for observation and had 80 sightings between 25th and
27th July.

Cuvier ’s Beaked Whale: 6 were seen on the July
theme cruise



JULY survey results

Cetaceans
Harbour Porpoise  56
Bottlenose Dolphin  24
Common Dolphin               337
Striped Dolphin 343
Cuvier’s Beaked Whale     8
Fin Whale   14
Minke Whale       3
Pilot Whale   40
Pygmy Killer Whale   12

Total Animals 828

Birds
Fulmar   40
Manx Shearwater     2
Corys Shearwater     2
Storm Petrel   42
Gannet 603
Great Skua     8
Yellow-legged Gull     1
Lesser Black-Backed Gull 171
Great Black-Backed Gull   11
Herring Gull     1
Kittiwake     1
Sabines Gull     1
Black-headed Gull     1
‘Commic’  Tern     1
Guillemot     1
Whimbrel     1
Swift     3
Sand Martin     8

Plus:
Basking Shark 1, Ocean Sunfish 4

Research Team: Nigel Symes, Matt Hobbs,
John Arnott, Adrian Shephard
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On the 1st August a dead Fin Whale hit the news. It was
seen floating in the Solent near Gosport until it was
beached by tugs at Lee-on-Solent. It was in an advanced
state of decay so was removed the following high tide.
It certainly attracted some local and not so local
interest. Its not everyday you get a chance to have a
close up of the worlds second largest animal. There was
happier news the following day when 3-4 Bottlenose
Dolphins were seen off Durlston Head and a Harbour
Porpoise in Poole Bay only 2 days later.

Perhaps the highlight of the month was the sighting of a
Pygmy Sperm Whale on the 9th. The outer decks were
often busy with up to 200 naturalists on deck 11,
including several experienced cetacean observers,
including BDRP Wildlife Officer Clive Martin. A small
grey whale, with a lighter flank and belly, was reported

as rolling slowly ahead of the ship at about 600 meters;
it came down the starboard side and showed a blunt
head. No "false gill" markings were observed. The
concensus after detailed discussion was that it was a
probable Pygmy Sperm Whale Visit.  This is an
exciting find in the Bay of Biscay and follows on from
sighting made by Clive Martin on 3rd June of a similar
animal which in turn preceded the stranding of a Pygmy
Sperm Whale in Spain on the 24th July. A second
probable sighting was made later that day. The Pygmy
Sperm Whale Kogia breviceps is known to occur in the
Bay of Biscay, but these are the first live sightings. It is
a small whale that is easily confused with the Dwarf
Sperm Whale Kogia simus that is also noted to occur in
the region from strandings. They were split into
separate species in 1966, although both species remain
poorly known. Both species are small and robust with a
blunt, squarish head, underslung jaw and light coloured
arc known as a "false gill" behind the eye. Slow
movement and logging is typical behaviour. The Pygmy
Sperm Whale is slightly larger than the Dwarf Sperm
Whale and the dorsal fin is smaller and set further back.
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Those passengers who travelled on the Pride of Bilbao
on the 1-3 September witnessed the strange sighting of
large numbers of coiled or looped jellyfish. It appears as
if these creatures were a species of Siphonophore –
some of the longest animal of the planet. Jellyfish are
frequently seen from the Pride of Bilbao and our special
feature describes some of the more common species
you are likely to encounter in UK waters. On the same
trip there were also 65 Fin Whale sightings, 7 Cuviers
beaked whale and 4 Rissos Dolphin were among the
sightings list as were several sharks including blue and
thresher Shark.  However, perhaps the highlight of the
trip was a sub adult Blue whale!

Good numbers of fin whale continued to be seen
throughout the early part of the month. Bottlenosed
Whale and False Killer Whales were also seen as were
more regular sightings of Common and Striped
dolphins. An exhausted and injured southbound Reed
Warbler landed on the ship but was cared for by Clive
Martin who released it having recovered from its
injuries in Portsmouth Harbour. However, it will only
have to fly across the Bay again on its winter migration
but hopefully will have had the chance to feed up and
become strong enough for a second attempt.

The survey team on the 19 - 21 September had a fruitful
trip, as far sighting are concerned, as the following table
will show. Several shearwater species were encountered
as well as large numbers of Storm Petrels. The latter are
diminutive sea birds, only the size of a House Martin
and can be very difficult to spot with their almost bat
like flight that hugs the surface of the water.



SEPTEMBER survey results

Cetaceans
Bottlenose Dolphin     6
Common Dolphin               135
Striped Dolphin 215
Cuvier’s Beaked Whale     4
Fin Whale   54
Minke Whale       3
Pilot Whale (possible)     4
Dolphin sp    22
Beaked Whale sp      2
Large Whale sp      5
Blackfish sp      8

Total Animals                458

Birds
Fulmar     1
Manx Shearwater     1
Balearic Shearwater      1
Great Shearwater     1
Sooty Shearwater     5
Large Shearwater sp     1
Small Shearwater sp     4
Storm Petrel  139
Leach’s Storm Petrel     2
Cormorant     1
Whimbrel     1
Gannet 289
Great Skua   26
Arctic Skua     2
Little Gull     2
Yellow-legged Gull    85
Lesser Black-Backed Gull      5
Sabines Gull     4
‘Commic’  Tern     1
Sandwich Tern     7
Guillemot     1
Sand Martin     8
House Martin     1
Swallow    4
Grey Wagtail    1
Pied Wagtail    3

Research Team: Russell Neave, Sara
Thompson, Bob Graves

On the 25 - 28 September 2004 the BDRP conducted
another Whale and Dolphin Theme Cruise for P&O
Ferries. It was by all accounts a great success not least
due to 79 sightings that included:

Sperm Whale - 1
Fin Whale - 31
Common Dolphin - 934
Striped Dolphin - 495
Bottlenose Dolphin  - 25
Minke Whale - 2
Beaked Whale Sp - 3

The highlight of the trip however was when several
hundred passengers were able to view the largest animal
on the planet when 2 Blue Whales were seen in very
calm sea conditions! There were also interesting
encounters with Pygmy Killer Whales who were
probably predating on the calves within a group of
Long-finned Pilot Whale.

Conditions continued to be fair and immediately
following this trip Clive Martin, BDRP Wildlife
Officer, recorded large numbers of Fin Whale (138) in
the Bay as well as the unusual sighting of a Fin Whale
in the English Channel.

On the 29th September the BDRP learnt that Pair
Trawling is now Banned in UK Waters.

The UK government announced an immediate unilateral
ban on pair trawling for Sea Bass within the 12 mile
limit of UK territorial waters. Despite the reluctance of
the European Commission to act, research on changes
to the fishery to reduce cetacean bycatch have not been
sufficiently productive to allow it to continue. Fisheries
Minister Ben Bradshaw had sought temporary closure
for the Fishery, whose season runs from November, and
has taken the lead with this move. It is estimated that
about 10,000 dolphins and porpoises die each year
around UK and French coasts, many of them after being
caught up in bass nets. The governments decision is
most welcome and show the importance of work of
BDRP in surveying cetaceans.

Common Dolphin: several thousand are caught in
British Waters every year as a result of fishing bycatch,
and more often than not from pair trawling. This species
will particularly welcome the British Governments
decision to ban pair trawling.

Copyright: BDRP



Humpback Whale. Megaptera novaengliae

The Humpback Whale is one of the most
recognisable whales 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 deeper offshore waters but
they approach land in Alaska and Hawaii and this has
allowed them to be visited by researchers, naturalists
and holiday makers. This species is migratory and in
the Atlantic the migration takes animals from the
Arctic to the Caribbean and Cape Verde Islands. The
migration of humpback whales means that they are
not regularly seen in the Bay of Biscay but are a rare
treat for observers when encountered. The peak
presence of humpback whales in the Bay is from
Late September to the end of November and from
April to mid June.

Humpback Whales are usually found in small groups
of between 3 and 5. Larger groups can be
encountered at feeding grounds and around the
winter breeding areas these larger extended groups
may hold 15 or more individuals and cover hundreds
of square miles. Humpback Whales produce a highly
visible and distinctive blow that is between 2.5 and
3m high. It is a bushy blow that has two distinct
lobes. It can be indicative in good conditions but can
be mistaken at distance for weak Fin or Sei Whale
blows. The bushy nature of the blow may also lead
unwary observers to mistake it for that of a sperm
whale. The distinct blow with the two lobes occurs
because humpback whales have two distinct
blowholes with a large and prominent splashguard.

Humpback Whales are large, stocky animals that are
between 4m and 5m at birth, growing to 11.5 to 15m
at adult size. The Humpback Whale is dark grey or
black on the dorsal surface with characteristic huge
white pectoral fins. The head is covered with
knobbly structures and often barnacles. The dorsal
fin is set back on the dorsal surface and has a
pronounced hump jut in front of it. The dorsal fin is
small with a broad base.

Humpback Whales often lift their flukes high out of
the water as they dive. The flukes are noticeably
different from that of sperm whales with the trailing

edge curving out towards the upswept tips of the
flukes. The trailing edge of the flukes are knobbly
and many individuals have distinctive white areas on
the underside of the flukes.

Humpback whales feed on fish and krill and are
noted for their characteristic co-operative feeding
displays, including the spectacular bubble nets
produced when a ring of bubbles produced by a
number of animals surrounds and concentrates fish
into a small area where they are then consumed in
dramatic displays of gape feeding.

Humpback Whales are known to breach in quite
spectacular displays. When breaching they tend to
exit the water almost vertically and then twist and
arch their bodies to 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. Humpback
Whales are also noted for waving one pectoral fin in
the air and slapping it down onto the water.

With just a few hundred thought to be left in the
North Atlantic it is indeed a rare treat to see one on
its long migration as it passes through the Bay of
Biscay. More recently a number of humpback whales
have approached the shores of the British Isles and
caused excitement amongst land based observers.

Andy Williams

Copyright: BDRP



Special Feature:

If you have travelled on the Pride of Bilbao
this summer, you might have been lucky
enough to spot one of the swarms of jellyfish
seen on some sailings.  Reported sightings of
several species of these mysterious
invertebrates were made during August and
early September, including one of large
numbers of a huge, coiled, rope-like species,
most probably a species of Siphonophore.
The Siphonophore is not a true jellyfish, but
belongs to the same family, and is actually a
number of individuals co-operating together to
feed and reproduce.  Positive identification of
these animals is expected soon, and we hope
to bring you more information in the next
issue.

For this issue, we turn our attention to jellyfish
species which frequent UK waters and might
be seen either from the deck of a ship, or
stranded on your local beach.

Several jellyfish species live in the waters
around Britain but most have been poorly
studied, and little is known about them.  Many
species live and feed at considerable depths,
making them difficult to see.  However, large
‘blooms’ of jellyfish sometimes appear floating
on the surface in areas where their food
source of plankton is particularly abundant.
The sight of hundreds or even thousands of
translucent bodies, floating on the surface of
the sea, is a memorable, and spectacular,
sight.

Jellyfish are primitive animals, lacking
complicated cells and organs, and made up
mostly of water.  Their name is derived from
the thick, jelly like bell, known as a medusa,
which contains the reproductive organs and
mouth.  Almost all species are carnivores,
feeding on small crustaceans in plankton,
which they immobilise with stinging tentacles.
The tentacles of many species can sting, and

cause rashes and allergic reactions in
humans.

One species you might stand a good chance
of seeing from the ferry, are Moon Jellyfish,
translucent umbrella shaped animals with
short tentacles.  Recognisable by four purple
rings, part of the reproductive organs, in the
centre of the bell, these common jellyfish
occur in swarms between April and
September. They use the sun as a compass,
following it to their summer feeding grounds,
and over winter in sheltered bays and
estuaries.

Blue and Lion’s Mane jellyfish are similar in
shape.  The Blue Jellyfish has a small blue
bell, while the larger Lion’s Mane is brown
with numerous thin tentacles.  Lion’s Mane
Jellyfish cause occasional problems
for swimmers in UK waters as they can
occur in numbers close to the shore, and can
deliver a severe sting.  The Mauve Stinger is
another stinging jellyfish, which has a deep
bell with pink or mauve warts on the surface.

The Compass Jellyfish is another species that
blooms in large numbers, along Atlantic
coasts during late summer.

Compass Jellyfish: gets its name from the
compass-like markings on the its medusa and
its fast moving propelling itself by expelling
water from its bell.  It has four frilled ‘arms’,
and long thin tentacles.



Two species, which, like the Siphonophore,
are not actually jellyfish but are closely
related, also occur in British waters.  The By-
the-wind-sailor is a blue/purple animal
propelled by an upright sail and, as with the
Moon Jellyfish, it occurs in large swarms.
Rare in Britain, the second species, the
Portuguese Man-of-War, has a large oval
shaped medusa, which supports fishing
polyps many meters in length.

The distribution of UK jellyfish species is
currently attracting particular interest among
conservationists.  Recent research has
revelled that the endangered Leatherback
Turtle frequents UK waters in the summer, to
feed on jellyfish, before returning to its
Caribbean homeland to breed.
Scientists are still investigating how the
Leatherback manages to survive on a diet
consisting of creatures made up of ninety-nine
percent water, but it seems likely that the
future of this rare species is dependant on the
abundance of UK jellyfish.   The Marine
Conservation Society is asking for help in
assessing UK jellyfish populations and
distribution.  Anyone who uses a boat along
the UK coast or walks his or her local beach
can take part in the organisation’s jellyfish
survey, which runs throughout 2004.

Jellyfish survey forms can be downloaded
from www.mcsuk.org

Toni Cross
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A one day conference organised by the Wildlife
Trusts on this subject is being held on Tuesday 18th

January 2005 in the Resource Centre in London.
The aim of the event is to bring together marine
education and awareness providers from around
the UK for networking, sharing of good practice
and the discussion and development of a set of
common messages that we can all promote.
For further information contact the Wildife Trusts
or ask for Lisa Browning, Marine Conservation
Officer c/o Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife
Trust.

� � � � � 
 �
 � 
 �� � $� � � 
 � � � � %� 
 ��
 �� � � %� 
 
 � � 
 �
� � � �
 � � �� � � $� � � � 
 � � � 
 ��
 � ��

A new annual monitoring report has just been
published by the Atlantic Research Coalition
(ARC). The report describing the establishment,
objectives and first year results (2001) of cetacean
surveys carried out by four cetacean research and
conservation bodies under the ARC umbrella. The
ARC partnership was established in 2001 as a
collaborative, pan-European approach to the
annual monitoring of cetaceans in west European
waters. In 2001, the ARC partners were the Biscay
Dolphin Research Programme (BDRP), and the
Plymouth to Santander Marine Survey (PSMS)
from Great Britain, the Irish Whale and Dolphin
Group (IWDG) from Ireland and Sociedad para el
Estudio y la Conservacion de la Fauna Marina
(AMBAR) from Spain. ARC partners undertake
monthly, year-round fixed-route transect surveys
on commercial ferries through north-west
European waters using effort-related and
standardised scientific recording methods. During
2001, 34 surveys were made over 98 days with
approximately 30,000km of search effort
completed by the four research teams.

During 2001, over 600 sightings were made,
totalling approximately 10,000 animals of 15
species. Sightings of particular conservation
significance including large numbers of Bottlenose
Dolphin on the Bay of Biscay continental slope
and important seasonal populations of Common
Dolphin and Harbour Porpoise in the Celtic Sea,
western English Channel and Irish Sea. In the Bay
of Biscay, there were large numbers of We hope to
announce soon additional partners to ARC. Further
collaborations are invited.
For a free copy of the 2001 ARC report, or for
further details send an email to Dr. Tom Brereton,
ARC Co-ordinator: tom.brereton@biscay-
dolphin.org.uk

Tom Brereton

Copyright: BDRP
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On behalf of the Directors of the Biscay
Dolphin Research Programme, I would like to
invite you to a General Meeting and Get-
together on Saturday 22nd
January 2005, starting at 2:00 p.m. and
finishing at about 4:30 p.m.

Our venue will be the Merrist Wood campus
of Guildford College of Furtherand Higher
Education. This is just three miles from
Guildford, Surrey, and
is set in its own 700 acre estate.

There will be reports from the three Directors:

Tom Brereton - Senior Scientific Officer
Clive Martin - Wildlife Liaison Officer and
BDRP/P&O liaison
Andy Williams - Director of Research

. . . plus a special guest speaker - to be
announced!!

A ©not to be missed© extra is a training session
will be provided for BDRP researchers and
volunteers on using the ship©s onboard
computer and logger for recording survey
data.

As well as an opportunity to get up to date
with all that has been happening, this is also a
chance to meet up with all the other volunteers
who support the work of BDRP. Researchers,
prospective researchers, team leaders,
supporters and scientists, will all be there.

I am organising the nuts and bolts of the
afternoon (but not the details of the
programme), including a venue for meeting up
socially where you can buy lunch and a drink
prior to the main meeting.

So please let me know that you intend to make
it on
22nd January, as I do need to have some idea
of numbers. Remember, partners are welcome
too - just let me know how many!!

Also, please indicate if you will be attending
the pre-meeting logger training session at
10:30 a.m.

The very latest date to let me know you are
coming is 20th December.

Remember to put the meeting date in your
new diary for 2005 - Saturday 22nd
January.

Best wishes,

John Arnott.
John.Arnott@ntlworld.com
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And thanks to our Splash contributors: Clive
Martin, Andy Williams, Tom Brereton, John
Arnott and Toni Cross.

Duncan Fyfe

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 education.
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