
FEBRUARY 2005  survey results

Cetaceans

Common Dolphin               139
Beaked Whale sp     1
Small Cetacean sp     1
Dolphin sp   25

Total Animals 166

Birds
Fulmar    29
Gannet  365
Great Skua     9
Lesser Black-Backed Gull   83
Great Black-Backed Gull   14
Kittiwake   23
Gull sp   16
Guillemot   35
Razorbill    3
Auk Sp   19
Song Thrush    1

Plus
Large jellyfish

Research Team: Darren Fanner, Adrian
Shepherd, Emma Webb

�� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� 		 

 �� �� �� �� 

 

 �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� 

 �� 		 �� �� �� �� 

 �� �� �� �� �� �� �� 

 �� 		 �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� 		 �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� 		 

 �� �� �� ��
� � � � � � � � � � � � � 
 � 	 � � � � 
 � � � � � � � � � � �

�� �� ��   !! �� ""   ## �� !! �� �� $$ ��%%�� �� �� �� �� �� &&�� �� �� �� �� �� �� '' (( (( )) **

Dear Friends,
Spring has sprung and the summer is just about with
us again; as are our migrant and summer breeding
birds. I have spent some time at one of my favourite
haunts for watching their return. However, some days
are better than others.

This week my encounters have been less prolific with
only the resident mute swans and cormorants to
enjoy. Compared to last week when I ticked off
marsh harrier and hundreds of swallows and martins
as well as a possible grasshopper warbler. Sometimes
there is nothing then all at once it happens. Having
just returned from a survey trip on board the Pride of
Bilbao the Bay of Biscay can be like that too. We had
very few sightings on the south bound leg of the trip.
However, things picked up a little for the north
bound journey and by the end of the survey we had
recorded 6 cetacean species plus basking shark.

It is a little like that with Splash this month with 2
issues in relative short succession. However, with
some exciting recent encounters in the Bay we have
tired to get the news to you asap.

In this issue we have included 2 articles that Wildlife
Officer and BDRP Director Clive has submitted to
the Whale and Dolphin Magazine. We wanted you to
read them first. They are both included here for
continuity – because we also wanted you to read
about the exciting encounter in April on board the
Pride of Bilbao. The articles have been illustrated
with photos from the BDRP photo library.

The BDRP in association with P&O Ferries are also
pleased to announce 2 themed whale and dolphin
mini cruise dates on board the Pride of Bilbao. Read
on for details!

Please all note that the contact details for the BDRP
have now changed and all future correspondence
should be as detailed above (or through our web site).

Kind regards

Duncan Fyfe
BDRP Supporters Group Officer and Splash Editor
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February

February got of to a slow start with small numbers of
cetaceans seen during the first week.  However, 441
Common Dolphin were seen between the 8th and the
10th February but the heavy swells that followed on
subsequent days made observations difficult. Viewing
conditions soon improved and between 17-19th

February Wildlife Officer Clive Martin reported 1
Sperm Whale, 1 Fin Whale, 10 Pilot Whale, 903
Commo Dolphin, 8 Striped Dolphin, 3 possible
Curviers Beaked Wale and 6 Bottlenose Dolphin. Large
numbers of common dolphin were again seen on the 22-
25 February by relief Wildlife Officer Amanda Hyam –
with one group of approximately 600 individuals. The
survey team had variable conditions and managed 25
sightings.

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



MARCH 2005  survey results

Cetaceans

Common Dolphin               120
Striped Dolphin   56
Bottlenose Dolphin   64
Atlantic White-sided Dolphin   12
Beaked Whale sp     1
Curviers Beaked Whale     3
Dolphin sp   10

Total Animals               266

Birds
Fulmar   64
Manx Shearwater     6
Storm Petrel     1
Common Scoter     7
Great Skua     9
Common Gull     3
Little Gull     1
Lesser Black-Backed Gull  168
Yellow Legged Gull     5
Herring Gull     1
Great Black-Backed Gull   35
Gull Sp     3
Sandwich Term     3
Guillemot   52
Razorbill    3
Puffin    1
Auk Sp   13
Small Wader sp   12
Wood pigeon    1
Barn Swallow    1
Starling    5

Plus
Ocean Sunfish    1

Research Team: John Arnott, Dan Brown,
Karen Anderson

March

Initially difficult viewing conditions at the start of the
month gave way to calmer weather and more sightings.
On the 8th March shortly after leaving Bilbao Clive
Martin reported 6 Atlantic White-sided Dolphin in
association with a large fishing fleet. Single Sperm and
Fin Whale were later seen as well as Long Finned Pilot
Whale. Approximately 103 common dolphin were seen
but as in previous years groups of common dolphin at
this time of year are generally smaller in number. The
smaller number seen perhaps coincide with their
departure from the South West Approaches. Groups of
around 100 were seen throughout March. Clive Martins
Wildlife Officer report for 19-21st March makes
exciting reading with 1 lone juvenile Killer Whale, 3
Northern Bottlenose Whales and a Rissos Dolphin
being seen. Killer Whales are rarely seen in the Bay of
Biscay and the English Channel despite potentially
occuring throughout this area.  The majestic killers are
seen in small numbers annually off the coast of
Cornwall and the South West Approaches. The full list
include for the 19-21st includes:- Killer Whale 1 (lone
juvenile), Northern Bottlenose Whale 3, Cuvier's
Beaked Whales 9 (inc. small juvenile), Common
Dolphin 67, Bottlenose Dolphin 23, Long-finned Pilot
Whale 6, Striped Dolphin 70, Risso's Dolphin 2, dead
dolphin sp 1,Sunfish 2, Shark sp 1,Swallow, Chiffchaff,
Meadow Pipits.

White-sided Dolphins were seen again between 24-27th

March and this time by the survey team quite close to
the ship and again between the 28th and 30th March.

The Bottlenose Dolphins seen by the survey team were
especially acrobatic.

Apr il

The start of the month saw difficult viewing conditions
but Harbour Porpoise, Common Dolphin, Fin, Pilot and
Curviers Beaked Whales were seen despite the
occasional fog. On 14th of the month excellent viewing
conditions improved with calm seas and blue skies. This
proved to be incredible and very interesting trip. For the
first time this year Clive Martin encountered reasonable
numbers of Fin whale on the slope as the Pride of
Bilbao headed south. Good sightings of Bottlenose
Dolphin were seen exactly on the shelf break. Passing a
huge fishing fleet of Spanish boats just after leaving the
North coast, Clive could clearly seen Bottlenose
Dolphin in amongst the vessels as well as two dolphin
bodies which looked very fresh. Pilot Whales were also
in association. As the ship passed over the 3,000m
contour Clive observed well ahead of the ship a small
forward blow. By the time the encounter had finished he
had observed a female Sperm Whale with a calf under
the Starboard bridge wing. This female had a very light,

�  Clive Martin, BDRP
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MAY 2005 Survey Results

Cetaceans

Bottlenose Dolphin                        4
Common Dolphin                        25
Striped Dolphin                            39
Dolphin sp.                                     7+
Fin Whale                                       4
Minke Whale                                  2
Large rorqual species                     3

Total Animals                               84

Birds
Fulmar                                          57
Manx Shearwater                         18
Gannet                                        257
Cormorant                                      4
Shag                                               1
Great Skua                                   13
Arctic Skua                                    1
Herring gull                                   1
Yellow-legged Gull                       3
Lesser Black-backed Gull            65
Great Black-backed Gull               4
Little Gull                                     44
Kittiwake                                        4
Sandwich Tern                               3
Arctic Tern                                   12
Guillemot                                       4
Whimbrel                                       5
Gull sp                                            1
Auk sp                                            4
Peregrine                                        1
Merlin                                            1
Collared Dove                                3
Barn Swallow                               17
Passerine sp.                                   5
Pipit sp. (Anthus)                           3
Phylloscopus warbler spp.             1

Other  mar ine wildlife
Ocean Sunfish Mola mola             2
Basking Shark                                2

Team Leader: James Phillips
Researchers: Jo Wharam, Duncan Fyfe

almost white head!! You may have read about or seen
this extremely interesting encounter in one of the papers
or even on television! A full account will follow.
A sperm whale bull was seen between the 21-23rd April
when 31 cetacean sightings were made including
Striped and Common Dolphins, Pilot Whales and
Curviers Beaked Whale. The survey team had a
reasonable trip. Force 4 prevailed throughout much of
the survey but 6 cetacean species were seen, plus
basking shark.

2005 Whale &  Dolphin Watching
Mini-cruise

Dates:
7 - 10 July
17 - 20 September
In association with P&O Ferries, BDRP will be
running two special Whale and Dolphin theme
cruises this year, sailing over four days from
Portsmouth to Bilbao and back, through one of the
best localities in the world for whale watching.
These follow the success of previous trips. Check
last year's Whale and Dolphin Special's sightings
(July & September), as well as 2004 highlights,
news and sightings, as a good diversity of wildlife
including several rare and again one new species
was recorded for the region last summer. Prices are
from £89, inclusive of cabin (based on 2 people
sharing).

For reservations please call 08705 20 20 20
& quote "Whale and Dolphin Mini-cruise 83680."

Bring Binoculars
Suitable footwear such as trainers
Outdoor jacket
Passport

All passengers booking onto the Whale and
Dolphin Special must attend the
Introductory/Registration Presentation in Cinema 1
at 2200hrs (10pm) on the evening of boarding.
What's included?
- En suite cabin accommodation
- Full programme of events including deck
watches and presentations
- Plus don't forget to make use of the extensive
range of onboard facilities during your Mini Cruise
to Bilbao.

Places are limited to 150 per cruise so hurry and
Terms and conditions apply. We regret not suitable
for children under 10 years of age.

As with all Wildlife Watching adverse weather
conditions can affect sightings and no guarantees
of sightings can be given, this is reflected in the
WLO Reports.Female Merlin

encountered on
the April survey

�  Clive Martin, BDRP



Introducing the BDRP

Preview of an Article soon to appear in the Whale
and Dolphin Magazine.

The PA system on the “Pride of Bilbao”  warbled into
life. …“Ladies and Gentlemen this is the Wildlife
Officer, I have just observed a group of dolphin well
in the distance at 1 o’clock”

We had only just left the port of Santurtzi, the
commercial port to Bilbao, on the northern coast of
Spain when the days action had started.

In my binoculars I had observed a pretty active
school of dolphin some 4000 mts ahead, having
picked up the splashing made as they either fed or
travelled fast. The Biscay Dolphin Research
Programme (BDRP) team was alongside me on the
bridge of the ship and they quickly got onto them.

Having made the first announcement to the
passengers I concentrated on the sighting so that I
could pass more details to hundreds of passengers
who, having heard my first announcement, lined the
upper and outer decks as well as the internal
Observation Lounge.

Many of the passengers had heeded my advise at an
earlier presentation and were on the decks shortly
after leaving Bilbao and were ready and eager for any
early sightings and as predicted only 15 minutes after
leaving the harbour the first of many sightings that
day was on !

Picking up the bridge microphone I give further
information“Ladies and Gents…Wildlife
Officer…the group of dolphin are moving from right
to left and will mainly be seen coming down the port
side of the ship. These are Bottlenose Dolphin” .

Those who had come to my first and introductory
presentation, on the first morning southbound,
already knew that I use the twelve hour clock face to
indicate the direction to look in…so dead ahead of
the ship is 12oc, 3oc is in the direction off the
starboard beam and 9oc is off the left hand side, as
the ship moves forward, which is the Port side. Those
who did not come to the talk just followed the crowd
and everyone was now starting to see this group of
dolphin just 600 metres away. The group consisted of
about 50 animals split up into 4 sub groups… most of
them swam quietly by, coming to the surface to
breathe and showing themselves quiet well to the
passengers, but one of the groups gave a “show” that
anyone who witnessed it will never forget. The
dolphin simply went for it with a gymnastic display
that defied their size with incredible acrobatics from
this species, that can get to 4mts in length and close
to a ton in weight and otherwise known as “Flipper” .

No one is sure exactly why they suddenly erupt into
these amazing displays but most like to think that
they are showing off their remarkable skills to our
race, the human being…it could be a communication
to their group  or on some occasions even aggression
within the group.  Whatever the reason the
excitement on the decks was openly displayed by all,
many seeing dolphin for the very first time in their
lives and to me, in the very best way possible
way….as free wild spirits in the open ocean.

This is the sort of sighting that I see and relay to
thousands of “Pride of Bilbao”  passengers each year,
who travel on this five star cruise ferry operated by
P&O Ferries

P&O Ferries the Pride of Bilbao docked in Santurzi,
Northern Spain

Let me explain how all of this came about and how
you can enjoy such an experience for yourself !

Back in 1995 the Biscay Dolphin Research
Programme was formed after a group of scientists
lead by Andy Williams made some incredible
discoveries. Dr Tom Brereton and Rolf Williams
completed the team in those early days and what they
discovered was amazing and continues to amaze
science……the Bay of Biscay  had a diversity of
cetaceans, the collective word for all whales and
dolphin, that was one of the best in the world. Let me
say that again…. the Bay of Biscay has one of the
very best selection of species of whale and dolphin as
any other area of the worlds oceans….what a
surprise… and right on the doorstep of the UK !

Mention to anyone a few years ago that you were
going to cross the Bay of Biscay and they would look
aghast and swear they would never see you
again….such was the much maligned reputation of
the Bay. In reality the English Channel can produce
sea states far worse that the Bay of Biscay. Mention
the Bay of Biscay now and many people will smile as
they remember their first encounters with wild
dolphin and even the largest animal on Planet Earth,
the Blue Whale….and all from the deck of this lovely
ship the 37500 ton ferry “The Pride of Bilbao” . The

�  Clive Martin, BDRP



partnership that P&O Ferries and BDRP share is
unique and benefits the conservation of these
incredible animals.

Blue Whale: the worlds largest animal has been seen
from the Pride of Bilbao.

Over the years the work of BDRP progressed and
currently we probably have the largest dataset for
cetaceans in the north east Atlantic. Twice per month
a team of highly experienced, but voluntary,
observers work on the bridge of the ship, this
includes our Spanish affiliates AMBAR . Under the
umbrella of BDRP the Atlantic Research Coalition
(ARC) was formed and enabled scientific
organisations to come together and work collectively.
Each organisation using Ships of Opportunity
(Shops) and covering large areas of the Atlantic
Ocean including the North Sea continues to gather
information.

P&O Portsmouth, as it was back in 2001, saw very
large numbers of passengers now travelling on the
Pride of Bilbao especially to see whales and dolphin
and the fame of this ship had now spread to
naturalists interested in both oceanic and terrestrial
birds…the top decks packed with people enjoying
wildlife as the ship voyaged the Channel and the Bay
of Biscay. The young ladies who manned the ship’s
reception desk did their best but simply could not
answer the questions posed by this new breed of
passenger……” What species of whale did we see at
3pm.?”    “Que”  came the reply !

Wildlife enthusiasts looking out for cetaceans and
seabirds on board the Pride of Bilbao.

So P&O Portsmouth requested help from the Biscay
Dolphin Research Programme and the position of
“Wildlife Officer”  was established and is probably
unique to a commercial ferry.

I am the Senior Wildlife Officer for BDRP aboard
the ship and either myself or one of my team, John
Arnott, Amanda Hyam or Jackie Smith are always in
attendance and we offer tips to any and all passengers
who want to see whales and dolphins for
themselves….of course this is wildlife watching so
never any guarantees but I can honestly say I have
never had a totally negative trip.

I give the first presentation in Cinema 1 at 1000hrs
on the first morning southbound and it is designed to
introduce passengers to the world of whales and
dolphin. The topography that the ship sails across as
it makes the journey is incredible. This underwater
profile includes areas of the Continental Shelf at an
average of 100mts water depth to areas of the
Abyssal Plain, the really deep bits at over 4000mts of
depth. Each species of whale and dolphin generally
prefer a certain “niche” and we impart this
information to passengers. For the rest of the voyage
I conduct deck watches (subject to weather
conditions)….. a second presentation on the last
morning northbound to discuss species we have seen
and to show videos taken as we undertook surveys in
Biscay. I always stress that I am not onboard to spot
the whales and dolphins for passengers but to give
tips on how they can spot them for themselves…..but
wherever possible I will give a helping hand and use
the public address to the outer decks and observation
lounge, and you may hear me announce “Dolphin at
1oc”  or a “Whale Blow at 12oc”

A boring trip on a ferry … no way ….. you can make
it a truly amazing wildlife adventure and all at a cost
that will surprise you. We even run special Whale
and Dolphin Themed Cruises for P&O Ferries and
during 2005 dates are July 7th and September 17th.
Details are given on the BDRP website at
www.biscay-dolphin.org.uk.

During the next few months I hope to share with you
some of the amazing sightings that I am privileged to
see ….better still come out and see it for yourself !

Clive Mar tin
Director  and Senior  Wildlife Officer
Biscay Dolphin Research Programme

�  Clive Martin, BDRP



APRIL ENCOUNTERS

Extracts from a forthcoming article by Clive Martin
due to appear in the Whale and Dolphin Magazine

I am writing this in mid April and this trip has been
really interesting…… I will come back to it in a
moment!

As the senior wildlife officer ( my colleagues say
because of my age only…..I say because of my vast
experience !!) I spend a great deal of my life on the
Pride of Bilbao and am collecting what is called
Casual Data, (not as intense as a full survey
requirement). Because either myself or one of my
relief WLO’s is collecting this information on a daily
basis we are able to put this “ indictative”  data to
good use…it builds up a great picture of what is
happening on a daily / annual basis.

OK,…..back to that statement that “ this trip was a
really interesting one” .

During the winter months and due to restricted
daylight we are not able to monitor an area of
Northern Biscay, in particular the Northern Shelf
Slope. As we enjoy the extended daylight that spring
and summer bring we are able to again make good
observations of this area and true to form have been
seeing Fin Whale. Were they there all the time and
we just can’ t see them or have they just started to
migrate back into this area of the North East
Atlantic?

I suspect that it is the latter but perhaps we should not
assume this. More research needed!

Anyway, yesterday was the first time this year that I
recorded 5 animals as we headed south. The distant
ones of course could not be specifically identified but
two were close enough to “call”  as Fin Whale. In all
probability the others, too, were of this species but I
cannot be certain.

We also had good sightings of over 43 Bottlenose
Dolphin exactly on the shelf break (top of the cliff )
and once again this is a pattern that is repeating itself.

As we left Bilbao the first thing we came across was
the huge Spanish fishing fleet, in excess of 100 boats,
which I am informed are fishing mackerel at this time
of the year. Bottlenose dolphin have been observed in
this area since the last two weeks of March and
recently gave everyone onboard the best ever
“acrobatic”  display I have ever seen …..this time
however things were very different !

As everyone knows dolphins and fishing nets do not
go well together and I was alarmed to see the dolphin
so close to the nets. Scanning with my binoculars it

did not take me long to identify two dead dolphins
and I always take the opportunity to tell passengers
what they are witnessing in the hopes that they will
link up with the Whale and Dolphin Conservation
Society (WDCS) or at the very least lobby the EU
Fisheries Ministers.

A busy start so back into the bridge for a cup of
coffee! By this time we were approaching the deeper
parts of the Santander/Cap Breton Canyon and this is
where we often encounter the Beaked Whale species,
especially the Cuvier’s Beaked Whale.
3000mts ahead of the ship two animals rolled twice
to the surface and were never seen again. It is
amazing how many times I can put the “kiss of
death”  on a sighting by making an announcement and
for them never to be seen again !

A group of Whimbrel flew over the ship, heading
north to the Arctic areas from North Africa and we
were joined by a very wise little Chiffchaff who
“pitched down” to get a ride all the way to the UK.
Common Dolphin observed in resting mode were
disturbed by the ship and sprang into life for a bit of
“Bowriding” . An enjoyable cup of coffee!

The best event of the entire trip was about to happen!

Steve one of the Watch Officers had brought his
camera with him in the hopes that he may be able to
photograph a “big”  whale.  He was about to get the
opportunity.

We were approaching the area that I call the “blip”
no one else in the world will know where I mean, but
I do! If anyone wants to know do ask if you are ever
onboard and I will explain but it is too complicated to
describe here. It is an area close to the really deep
part called the Abyssal plain and about 3500 mts of
depth below the ship.

I first spotted a very indistinct misty blow so looking
through my 10x 50’s checked it out. Again the blow
and this time sufficient to set the adrenalin surging….
I was certain it was a Sperm Whale. Steve was about
to leave the bridge so I told him to hang around as I
was pretty sure he may be able to get a photo if he
was patient.

 I pressed the button on the Bridge PA system
…“Ladies and Gentlemen, this is the Wildlife
Officer. I have just observed the blow of a Sperm
Whale 2500 mts ahead of the ship. It will take us a
short while to get to this position but at this stage the
Starboard side is the best bet” .

I was keeping an eye on the animal and had by now
established that we had at least two whales ahead one
slightly to port (11oc) and one slightly to starboard
(1oc…I use the twelve hour clock face to indicate the



direction and 12oc is dead ahead of the ship) I always
ensure that the Officer of the Watch is aware of
exactly where the animals are as their safety is
paramount. Many a large ship including the QE2
have entered ports to be advised that they have a
dead whale on the bowbulb. The Pride of Bilbao
takes special care to avoid what is called “ship strike”

I gave the passengers an update and explained that
the first whale to be seen would be the one coming
down the Starboard side. I had the mike in my hand
and could see that this lovely lady had a calf along
side her so told everyone to look out for junior ! They
did and they had the sighting of a lifetime as she
turned away from the ship and gently slipped below
the surface taking her baby with her. I managed to
grab the camera and did my best against all
odds……it is amazing that hardened seafarers who
“cock a snook” at dolphins always crowd the bridge
windows to get a view of some of the
leviathans…could I find a space to get in and
photograph ,no way ! I did my best and got
something on the card (used to be film !).

The images confirmed to me what I saw at the time,
not only did she have a calf but she also had a nearly
white head which appeared pretty well scarred. Mrs
Moby Dick !,,

I now concentrated on the Sperm Whale on the port
side and she too had a calf with her and at the same
time observed two further whales “ logging”  on the
surface….called logging because they look like logs!
These other two at a distance of about 1500mts.
However the female with the calf was gently
swimming towards us so the ship went slightly to
starboard to give her room.

Once again I advised the passengers, advising them
to go to the port side and to look close into the
ship…..the mother Sperm Whale with her calf close
to her body, had now turned away from the ship and
in front of everyone, at a distance of only 100 mts
gently sounded, showing her fluke as she took a
shallow dive before coming to the surface on the port
beam….absolutely fantastic. We had all been able to
witness a nursery group of Sperm Whale. Four adult
females and two calves and there were probably
more than that but on this occasion the research team
was not onboard and thus only my pair of eyes to do
the observations.

Oh…Steve never got his photo…he set the camera to
the wrong position !

An hour after this encounter we started to see Fin
Whale again. These giants of the ocean are not
attracted to the ship nor are they put off by it, so it is
a random luck effect as to how close we see them.
The ones on the horizon are as important to us as the
ones in close. It is all data. However sometimes they
just seem to be nearly touching the ship. The breeze
was cool and the decks now quiet but I will never
forget the face on a Spanish guy called Inaki who
like any true naturalist had stayed resolute and
remained when others had gone for tea. Two huge
Fin Whale, for all the world looking like submarines,
came from under the ship at right angels and surfaced
just below us on the starboard side right under the
Whale and Dolphin ID board. Amazing! Inaki was
involved with a Sperm Whale project in Norway and
was amazed at all the sightings he had experienced in
Biscay. So were hundreds of passengers.

An April trip on the Pride of Bilbao!

�  Clive Martin, BDRP
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