
Please note: the content of this PDF file is 
taken from archive holdings, and has been 
rendered to produce the best possible 
output. However, you may experience 
fluctuations in quality due to these files not 
being created from electronic originals.

P,=.port to Nature Cons,=.rv2tncy Council 

AHALYSIS OF CETACEAN SIGHTINGS IH THE 

BRITISH ISLES, 1958-1985 

Decembar l cis6 

P. G. H. EVANS 

S. HARDING 

G. TYLER 

8. HALL 

Cetacean Group, 

UK ~.ammal Society 

Material from this report is unpublished, and not to be 
quoted without prior permission of first author 



l. l 

1.2 

l. 3 

2. 1 

2,2 

2.3 

3.1 

4.1 

CO:ITE:ITS 

Introduction ... , ................ , , ......... , .. , , , . , .. 1 

Methods . ...... , , ..... , .. , , . , , ..... , ..... , .. , ... , ... , .. 1 

Data Interpretation., ....... ,,., ... , ..... , .... ,., ..... 2 

Results. . . . . . . , .......... , . , . , .... , , ... , . . . ......... 5 

Systematic List .. , ................ , , , , , , , . , .. , ........ 8 

Discussion ....... , . , , . , . , .... , .... , .... , , .. , .. , ... , .. 46 

Cetacean analyses for quantified effort sites., .. ,., .49 

Summary and Conclusions., ............................ 59 

Acknowledgements .............................. , . , , , .. 60 

Bibliography ...................................... 61 

Appendices .. , .................. , . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... , , . 63 



1 

1.1 IITRODUCTIOI 

In 1973, the Cetacean Group was formed within the Marunal Society to 
improve our knowledge of the status, distribution and ecology of 
cetaceans in British and Irish waters, primarily from sightings of live 
animals. A network of observers was set up and these were encouraged to 
report sightings of live sightings on a regular basis, facilitated by 
standardised recording forms and a guide to cetacean identification at 
sea <Evans 1976, 1981), Since 1973, the number of observers has grown to 
about 350 persons and they have reported about ten thousand sightings, 
Observers come from all walks of life and include marine and fisheries 
biologists, ornithologists, coastguards, lighthouse keepers, aircraft 
pilots, merchant seamen and members of the oil industry, as well as 
holiday makers particularly those owning yachts. Particularly in the 
last five years, there has been considerable public interest in 
cetaceans and the opportunities to report live sightings of them. This 
scheme is probably the largest of its kind in the world and certainly 
one of the longest running. 

An analysis of the data was made for the years up to 1978 (primarily 
from 1973, but including regular coverage from some observers, for 
example weather ships and bird observatories, dating back in some cases 
to 1958), and published in Mammal Review <Evans 1980), A preliminary 
analysis of data collected for the period 1979-1984 was published in 
April 1986 as fulfilment of a Nature Conservancy Council contract 
<December 1985 - March 1986: Evans, Harding & Tyler 1986). At that time, 
records from 1985 were excluded because there were a number of returns 
from observers outstanding. Furthermore, data sets for earlier years 
were incomplete so that results presented in that report should be 
considered superseded by the present one. A second contract (from August 
- October 1986) from the Nature Conservancy Council was granted to put 
the remaining records <pre-1979 and any others not yet_ included) onto 
computer file. This allowed a better analysis of rarer British 
cetaceans, and examination for trends in numbers of sightings over a 
period of years for selected species (u3ing those locations subject to 
long-term recording). This more comprehensive analysis form the basis 
for this report. A third undert:1king of the present ,:.-:mtract wa.3 the 
abstraction of all reliable basking shark records since 1965 submitted 
opportunistically to the sightings scheme. These are 3u 1~rnari=ed in 
Appendix 7. 

1.2 XETHODS 

A major part of the work for both NCC contracts involved transcribing 
sightings from recording sheets, adding environmental data such as water 
depth, salinity and water temperature which usually necessitated 
reference to detailed oceanographic charts. Temperature and salinity 
were taken from monthly charts for the NE Atlantic and North Sea, using 
averages from fifty years. The values were checked where possible 
against precise measurements ma.de during our 1980 NE Atlantic whale and 
seabird cruise, and very good agreement was obtained. 
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A standardised coding procedure <80 characters per line) was 
developed (see Appendices 1 & 2) and the next major stage was coding the 
records according to this format, Same slight changes ta the codes were 
made since the preliminary analysis so as ta improve the amount of 
information ta be derived from the records. Transcription and coding of 
the data were carried out firstly by Glen Tyler and completed by 
Stephanie Hall. 

The coding system developed was presented first to the other newly 
formed cetacean sightings schemes in Europe for discussion, modified 
where necessary, and circulated for general agreement. It is hoped that 
it will now be the standard format adopted by all sightings schemes in 
Western Europe, so facilitating friendly cooperation and ready transfer 
of information between groups. At an international cetacean meeting in 
Bremerhaven, West Germany in June 1986, the N~rthern European countries 
represented recommended adoption of this system, and for the UK Cetacean 
Group to serve as a central data base for the region (Kroger 1986). 

Once all records had been coded together with environmental data in 
this standard format, they were typed onto computer file using the 
University of Oxford's computing centre. The third stage of the project 
was carried out by Stephan Harding and involved the writing and testing 
of several computer programs (in Fortran) to perform analyses of the 
data as directed by the Nature Conservancy Council. Finally four weeks 
were spent checking the entire computer data file for errors firstly by 
Aadya Martins-Pereira and then by Peter Evans, who supervised the 
project. 

1.3 DATA IBTERPRETATIOH 

As noted during previous analyses, two considerations are important 
when interpreting cetacean sightings data of this nature. The first is 
the difficulty of identification. This resulted in many early records 
having to be assigned to very broad categories such as dolphin or small 
whale species, and still accounts for a proportion of records, However, 
the production of an identification guide directing observers to key 
teatures, and training experience (for example when forty persons 
participated in the Cetacean Group's 1980 NE Atlantic cru:se) for a 
number of the regular observers has greatly increased the proportion of 
specific records. Except for those observers of known experience, 
specific identity of any record is only accepted if 1ccomp1nied by a 
satisfactory description or photograph. In most of these cases, the 
sighting is assigned to the appropriate broader category <see Appendix 
2). A breakdown of the number of records of each category logged for the 
entire period is given in Table 1. During the period 1981 to the 
present, 77% of sightings could be given specific identification 
compared with 65% for the period up to 1975), Despite these 
improvements, there is still scope for further improvement, which should 
concentrate primarily upon the large amateur element (for example 
yachtsmen, coastguards, lighthouse keepers and ferry boatmen) who 
provide mostly casual records. Although these do not provide the 
majority of the records their contribution is extremely important 
because of the much wider geographical coverage that they provide, 
Furthermore, public involvement is considered an integral part of 
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conaerv3tion and pub11c awarene3s of ttese creatures. An important next 
d'C!velopment should be to provide aa many 3.mateur3 as po•33i ble with 
appropriata training. Many obser·,ers are already encouraged to submit 
photographs and these have proved invaluable for confirming specific 
identific.3.tion. 

The second bias is that of coverage. Some areas receive greater 
coverage than others whilst some periods of the year get more attention. 
There are two ways to overcome this problem and we have attempted both. 
Firstly the greater the number of observers and broader their 
geographical coverage. the smaller should be regional biases, so there 
is a need to recruit more observers. Secondly, those able to observe on 
a regular basis are being encouraged to record their effort so that it 
may be quantified. We now have twenty such observers/stations covering 
all the main sea areas (see Fig. 30), recording through most of the year 
and quantifying effort in one form or another. Although some of these 
have only recently started recording in this way, nine have been 
operating for 15 years <three for twenty years). Methods have been 
devised to quantify their effort over this period 1 primarily by 
recording the number of hours or days of seawatching. The results of 
preliminary analyses are presented in a later section of this report. 
With these two considerations in mind, the next major initiative of the 
UK Cetacean Group should be to expand and develop the observer network 1 

particularly concentrating on gaps and encouraging greater 
quantification of effort. 

2.1 RESULTS 

Twenty-fou~ species of cetacean have been recorded during the present 
ce~tury in British and Irish territorial waters. This represents one 
quarter of the total British ma.llllllal fauna and yet cetaceans have 
received lamentably little attention in the region. Twenty of those 
species have been recorded in the last ten years with at least half this 
number resident or at least annual visitors. Histograms of the twelve 
most frequently recorded species are presented in Figure 1 (no. of 
sightings) and in Figure 2 (no. of individuals) for the time periods 
1958-72, 1973-79, and 1980-86 

Before d13cussing the results in detail, the following points should 
be borne i~ ~ind. Since the analysis publishad in 1980, coverage has 
improved e·rerywhere but particularly in the northern and centr3l ,'forth 
Sea, and coastal waters of NE Scotland, Orkney and Shetland. Indeed, the 
North Sea has since 1980 received better coverage than much of the 
Atlantic seaboard. Despite those improvements, coverage is still unneven 
with the following areas least well recorded: west coast of Ireland 
particularly between Counties Kerry and Down; entire east coast of 
Ireland; Celtic Sea and Bristol Channel. The following areas receive the 
best coverage, in descending order: the North Sea (north of the Wash), 
North East and Northern Scotland, South West Ireland (Co. Cork), and the 
western English Channel (since 1984). Included in analyses are data 
provided by Meteorological Office weather ships operating daily watches 
through the year primarily in the region 57 degrees N, 20 degrees W. 
These allow comparison between offshore and coastal areas, and they 
identify those species which have a mainly pelagic distribution. 



LELE l 

Minke whale 
Sei whale 
Fin whale 
Blue whale 
Humpback whale 
Right whale 
Sperm whale 
Pygmy sperm whale 
Northern bottlenose whale 
Cuvier's whale 
Sowerby's whale 
White whale 
Narwhal 
Harbour porpoise 
Common dolphin 
Euphrosyne dolphin 
Bottle-nosed dolphin 
White-sided dolphin 
White-beaked dolphin 
False killer whale 
Killer whale 
Long-finned pilot whale 
Risso's dolphin 

Cetacean spp. 
Whale spp. 
Dolphin spp. 
Large whale 
Blue/fin/sei whale 
Sperm/humpback whale 
Minke/N, bot~lenose whale 
N bottlenoselrorqual 
Medium whale spp. 
Small whale spp 
Beaked whale spp. 
Pilot/false killer whale 
Large fin 
Patterned dolphin 
Lagenorhynchus spp. 
Common/Euphrosyne dolphin 
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L~::'T C,~ A.LL i3.1E.'.tI~S i<IJR EACH =ErA(EArf (ATEi:}ORY 
IN BRITISH AND IRISH WATERS FROJ 1958-86 

No r.:>cords 

231 
6 

22 
1 
5 
5 

28 
3 

72 
2 
1 
2 
1 

4423 
235 

6 
229 

89 
573 

3 
286 
675 
205 

81 
66 

496 
100 

6 
3 

25 
17 
51 

:-28 
4 
2 
9 

48 
118 

1 
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TABLE -, ,::IGHTINGS RECORI1S OF RARE CETACEAN SPECIES SINCE 1965 -

NO. DIST FROM 
SPECIB.S INDIVS LOCATION DATE LAND (km> 

Se1 whale 3 56 52'N 19 12'W 28 July 1975 640 
r) 

"' 57 39'N 05 OB'W June 1980 2 
l 57 '36'N 08 17 I W 15 Aug 1980 24 

1-2 58 20' N 05 lO'W 3-:31 Aug 1980 l 
l 56 46'N 19 39'W 30 July 1981 640 
l 56 59'N 19 12'W 6 Nov 1985 700 

Blue whale 1 55 :35• N 08 26'W 31 May 1977 41 

Humpback whale 1 51 25'N 09 30'W 12 June 1967 2 
l c.60 OO'N 02 OO'W June 1972 
1 57 OO'N 20 50'W 7 Dec 1975 740 
3 56 '51' N 20 33'W 12 July 1977 700 
2 56 53'N 20 43'W 15 July 1980 700 
l 57 'SO'N 07 30'W undated 3 

Right whale l 51 26'N 09 30'W 18 Aug 1970 2 
l 52 18'N 19 54'W 10 Sept 1974 600 
l 52 43'N 19 34'W 14 Sept 1974 600 
2 54 03'N 04 56'W 7 May 1979 1 

1-2 57 '53'N 08 14'W 16 Aug 1980 11 

Pygmy sperm whale l 54 06'N 00 03'W Aug 1979 l 
1 56 44'N 00 30'W 25 June 1982 98 
l 55 44'N 01 21'W 26 June 1982 18 

Cuvier' •5 whale l 59 36'N 00 09'W 27 Aug 1980 69 
1 '51 25'N 09 30'W 24 Aug 1984 1 

Sowerby's whale 1 58 0:3• N 05 43'W 22 Aug 1977 14 

False killer whale 5-7 57 05'N 0'5 15'W 19 Nov 1976 5 
2 54 37'N 10 53'W 7 Aug 1980 50 

100-150 58 '50'N 01 37'W 10 July 1981 '54 

Euphrosyne dolphin 2'5 49 43'N 07 44'W 14 Dec 1977 72 
30 49 :38' N 0'5 Ol'W 4 Feb 1978 '31 

\ 

l 47 29'N 06 38'W 16 July 1980 141 
20 48 22'N 09 54'\v 10 July 1985 307 

5 48 12'N 09 20'W 17 Sept 1985 289 
6 41 OO'N 02 30'W 8 Dec 1985 48 
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I:1 ~:_= 3.!""13.l'f-=-~·3 ~!13.~ r,:J:l:rd, t:.:.e <IJ.t'==r3 3!"':J~nd Srit3.l!l 3..r._,i ~r~l3.:-_1 
~~ve been divided into ~rid squares <one ie!ree of longi~uae ~v half 3 

degree l.:1titude> using the standard1sed system deveiope~ ~v ~~e 

International Council for the 2xploration of the Eea <ICES> Prev1ousl7 
the grid system .:1dopted follo;-red that of the B1olog1cal ~ecords C2ntre. 
<Xonks Wood, Huntingdon) 3nd the data has been c~ded so that it can al~ □ 

be analysed using this system. The ICES 3rid has been preferred here 
because of a more appropriate cell size and the fact that 1t allows 
better comparability with fisheries data. For particular analyses, these 
squares have also been grouped into seven major sea areas. All maps are 
constructed with Mercator projection. 

Each species is considered separately below, with a brief summary of 
status, use of coastal waters, group size, seasonal occurrence, and 
~vidence for timing and location of breeding. 

2.2 SYSTEXATIC LIST 

Minke whale Balaenoptera acutorostrata <Fig. 3) 

This species is recorded mainly from Northern Britain and the northern 
North Sea, but probably occurs throughout the western seaboard of 
Britain and Ireland where coverage is generally poor. In the North Sea 
it occurs as far south as the Yorkshire coast. Herd sizes are small, 
usually one or two individuals, and the species is often seen very close 
to land. particularly headlands or small islands (Table 4, Appendix 4). 
This is probably related to the upcurrents often created by such 
conditions which may lead to the formation of plankton frontal systems. 

Mast sightings occur in August <Appendix 3) and this is when most 
individuals are seen (Fig. 4). Only two individuals have been seen 
between November and March. There is probably an offshore movement at 
this time <Table 3) and it is then that the species is thought to breed 
<Evans 1980) . 

Fin whale Balaenoptera physalus <Fig. 5) 

A~ -~1.ough prc:il):t.. 1Jly 1:he •:orn::nciL.2st l3.r:3e 1,1~1a.le 3pec:.~3 l.r!. t:::e ~LJ:t~i:::a3t 
Atl.3.ntic, ~h13 ~pecies has clearly teen 3raatly red_:ed jy -~~l!n3 
Between 190.3-.28, .3cotti·3h catches of Fin w~:ale•3 amo·_,,te.:J. ~o 4, '356 
<Shetlandl 3nd l.~92 (Outer Hebride3• ~i~h 3. !urt~er ~6 ca~~ht 1n t~3 
latter region in 1950-51. Irish catches totalled 435 fin wh.3.les betw>2en 
1908-14 and 157 1n 1920 and 1922. 

Between 1913-48, 34 strandings were recorded on the British coasts, 
compared with only six between 1949 and 1985. It is likely that many 
sightings records designated as 'large whale species' or 'fin/sei whale' 
<particularly off the coast of Southern Ireland) are of this species. Of 
those sightings that can be attributed specifically to Fin whales, 
twelve out of sixteen occur in deep waters off the edge of the 
continental shelf, 700 km west of Scotland. The rest are from either 
Northern Scotland or Southwest Ireland. All but two sightings are of 
single individuals, between the months of April and November <Fig. 6, 
Appendix 3). There may be an offshore movement in the autumn since no 
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Cetacean species 

Fin whale 

Minke whale 

Sperm whale 

N. Bottlenose whale 

Harbour porpoise 

Common dolphin 

Bottle-nosed dolphin 

White-sided dolphin 

White-beaked dolphin 

Killer whale 

Lang-finned pilot whale 

Rissa's dolphin 

9 

:{BAN DI3TA.'.iCE FROM LHD (km) THAT 
CETACEAN SPECIES 'IIERE RECORDED 

Jan-Mar Apr-June July-Sept 

604. 6 * 275. 6"' 

1. o* 86.6 23. 1 

520. 0 .... 403.8"' 526.2 

715.o* 250.0* 49.0 

17.8 19,3 11. 5 

84.i- 66.8 80.5 

50.4 31. 6 15.2 

34. 1"' 52.6* 51. 7 

57.6 49.0 26.3 

136. 5* 150.7 42,0 

584.7 460.9 536.5 

141,0* 22.6 3,5 

* based an small sample sizes 

Oct-De,: 

670. 0"'" 

14.7 

569. 0 ~ 

1. 1,. 

7.7 

75,8 

30,3 

164.o* 

41. 6 

37,1 

515.8 

6,8 
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-;:'Ai:LE 4 CETACEAN SIGHTIJGS ~XPRESSED AS% OF TOTAL 
FOR TH5'.EE DIFFEREJT DISTANCES FROM LAND tin :nile3' 

~~ SIGHTINGS 
AT DISTANCES 

SPECIES 1-3 4-12 13-200 miles 

Minke whale 54.0 9.4 34.7 

Fin whale 16.7 5.6 11. 1 

Sperm whale 7.4 7.4 7.4 

N. Bottlenase whale 86.7 0.0 5.0 

Harbour porpoise 79.3 8.0 12.2 

Cammon dolphin 26.2 6.8 63, 1 

Euphrosyne dolphin 0.0 o.o 100.0 

Bottle-nosed dolphin 89.6 3, 1 4. 1 

White-sided dolphin 19,8 15.1 62,8 

White-beaked d9lphin 24.5 17.1 58.4 

Killer whale 65.6 7. 1 17.9 

Long-finned Pilot whale 12.1 2.2 9.3 

Risso's dolphin 86.3 9.4 '3. 1 
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TABLE 5 ){O~THLY DISTRIBUTION <A;3 ~'. OF TOTAL> OF 
NUMBER OF SIGHTINGS WITH JUVENILES 

.MONTH 

SPECIES J F M A M J J A s 0 N D 

Minke whale 0 0 0 5 0 1 0 0 0 

Harbour porpoise 0 0 2 1 2 4 4 4 1 1 0 0 

Common dolphin 0 0 0 0 10 0 8 12 0 0 

Bottle-nosed dolphin 0 0 0 7 10 0 5 11 5 0 0 0 

White-sided dolphin 0 0 0 0 0 9 21 4,5 0 0 0 

White-beaked dolphin 0 8 0 0 2 1. 5 5 0.5 5 6 8 0 

Killer whale 0 0 0 5.5 9 6.5 15 7 7 7 0 0 

Long-finned pilot whale 31 25 35 47 23 24 41 32 37 26 29 39 

Risso's dolphin 0 0 0 5 0 1 0 0 0 

NOTES Only those species for which there are sufficient records of 
juveniles are included. When sample sizes are very small, the percentage 
values have been bracketed. 

The above table should be interpreted with some caution. Since certain 
species <particularly the whales) are distinctly below adult size for a 
i_)rotracted period, they will be designated juvenile status sometime 
after their birth. The results are probably best intar?reted in terms of 
breeding 3easons by a combination of peaks 1n proportion of si.shtings 
containing juveniles and the month when juveniles fir3t ap?ear in !lards. 
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Fig. 3 ICES grid map of distribution of minke whale 
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Fig. 4 Seasonal distribution of minke whale by major sea area 
(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis is 
month where 1 =Jan .... 12 = Dec) 
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3l_shtll\~3 ~-=trl~ =-: 1:1..:rr~:i l.~~ ::-c;3t.3.l r,13.t~r3 ,~,;..~2:n ,S(.i_l ::,:~, 1=._r::-!.~ 1:h.-:: 
winter period It 13 t~o~~~t ~~3.t treeding occur; in the ]or~~ Atl3.nt1c 
po;sibly ;outh of the Br1ti3h !sles and we3t ot the cont1nent3.l shelf. 
Breeding 1s between OcLJber an,i F,~bruary ( b:L:ied mainly 1Joon str3.ndi:1.',sS 
data of females ~ith foetusesl. 

Sei whale Falaen~ptera borealis 

Rarely seen in c,::nstal waters of Britain and Ireland, although probably 
under-recorded because of difficulties of specific identification. Some 
of the records of large whales and Fin/Sei whales may have been of this 
species <Fig. 7), Catches in Scottish and Irish waters earlier this 
century suggest that the species was never as abundant as the Fin whale, 
however. Scottish catches of Sei whales amounted to 1,839 <Shetland) and 
375 (Outer Hebrides) between 1903-28, and 3 in 1950-51 (Outer Hebrides), 
In Western Ireland, two whaling stations <Iniskea and neighbouring 
Blacksod on the Mullet Peninsula, Co, M.ayo) caught 88 Sei whales between 
1908-14, whilst in the years 1920 & 1922, the station at Blacksod caught 
a further 3 whales. These and other whale catch figures in this report 
are uncorrected for effort, so are best used only for cross-species 
comparisons. 

There have been six specific sightings since the Cetacean Survey 
started in 1973, three of these occurring 700 km west of Scotland 
(57 degrees N, 20 degrees W), They are detailed in Table 2. All 
sightings occur off the coast of West Scotland & Outer Hebrides, mainly 
involving single individuals between June and August. Some sightings of 
large whales from Southwest Ireland very probably also apply to this 
species, There have only been nine strandings between 1913 and 1985, 
four of these ·between 1913 and 1948 and five between 1949 and 1985, 

Blue whale Balaenaptera musculus 

Although now probably the rarest of all rorqual whales 1n the North 
Atlantic, the blue whale was present in small numbers earlier this 
c~ntury. The Scottish whale fishery took 85 between 190'3-28 from 
Shetland and ·310 from the Outer Hebrides In 1950-51, .1 further six were 
:e1ft1Jred 1n IJuter :-!ebride3.n waters. The Iri;h whale ns::tery ,:.1ptured. ,;is 
Blue wh3.'..es '::etween 1908-1.J., 3.nd 27 in 19.20 and 1922 

There have teen four 3tra.ndings or, E,r: t:3:t co.1st3 be':·,een ~')13-23 :::ut 
none since t;i,;,n TJ.e only well dacunented s1ghting 't/3.3 :::ad.e in ~ay 1977 
off the northwest coast of Ireland (Table 2). There has been another 
sighting in August 198'3, 700 km weat of Scotland that may be of t.:ns 
species, and a few of the records designated as 'large whale species' 
could also be blue whales (Fig, 7), Notwithstanding these possible 
records, the species must be extremely rare in British and Irish waters. 

Humpback whale Negaptera navaeangliae 

This is another species that is rare in the Northeast Atlantic, with 
only small numbers taken earlier this century. Catches in the Scottish 
whale fishery amounted to 51 (Shetland) and 19 <Outer Hebrides) between 
1903-28, and none in the Outer Hebrides between 1950-51. In Western 
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Fig. 5 Direct plots of distribution of fin whale sightings 
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Fig. 6 Seasonal distribution of fin whale by major sea area 
(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis 1s 
month where 1 = Jan.. . 12 = Dec) '· 
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Fig. 7 Direct plots of distribution of "large whale sp." sightings 
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T~ere are two strandings from Bri~ish coasta, both since 1966 <none 
t-::!tween 1913 and 1966). Further indication of a possible slight recovery 
in the Northeast Atlantic come·s from t:1e •3i:c sighting•3 made since 196'7 
('"::'able 2). Three of the·se were made Dff the continental shelf, 700 km 
west of Scotland, the remainder co~ing from coastal waters in the Outer 
::-lebrides, Shetland and Southwest Ireland. Sightings are mainly of single 
individuals and five of those are in the months of June or July. There 
are a number of records with few supporting details that may be of this 
species. These include a school of four whales <including one young) 
identified as Humpbacks at the entrance to a sea loch on the west coast 
of Scotland in August 1985; and there are reports from fishermen of 
large whales breaching and showing their tail fin within 5km of the 
Flannan Isles west of Harris in the Outer Hebrides in an area where one 
of the documented sightings was made. Despite any possible increase in 
numbers, the species must still be regarded as very rare in British and 
Irish waters. 

Right whale Balaena glacialis 

Almost certainly the rarest of all large whales in the Northeast 
Atlantic, this species was probably reduced to very small numbers by 
whaling in the Middle Ages. The Outer Hebrides appears to have been a 
centre of concentration with 94 animals taken in the region between 
1903-28 compared with six in Shetland during the same period. None was 
obained during 1950-51. In Western Ireland, eighteen were caught between 
1908-14 but none in 1920 and 1922. 

There have been no strandings on British and Irish coasts during this 
century, but five well documented sightings almost certainly of this 
species (describing forward blow and lack of dorsal fin, and in some 
cases the head shape) (Table 2). Two af these occur off the edge of the 
continental shelf about 600 km west of Scotland, and the remainder are 
from coastal waters in the Outer Hebrides (from the 3ame area that most 
of the Scott13h :atches occurred), Northern Irish Sea and Southern Irish 
coast. Th~re 13 3nother probable sighting in August 1970 3ls□ rr□m the 
South~~n Irish c~ast. All sightings are of 31ngle indi?1dual3 between 
June and September. 

Py5my sperm ',vhale Kogi.3 breviceps 

Ihi3 :rredium sized toothed wh3.le ia 3. deepwater species, apparently more 
common on the western side of the North Atlantic. There have been two 
strandings on the Atlantic coasts of UK, both since 1966. There have 
also been three sightings probably of this species, one in August 1979 
off the northeast coast of England and the other two an successive days 
in June 1982 off the northwest coast of Ireland (Table 2). 

Sperm whale Physeter ma.crocephalus (Fig. 8) 

Another deepwater species, apparently mainly occurring off the edge of 
the continental shelf. The Scottish whale fishery took 19 Sperm whales 
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Fig 8 Direct plots o! distribution of sperm whale sightings 
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Fig. 9. Seasonal distribution of sperm whale by major sea area 
(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis is 
month where 1 =Jan .... 12 = Dec) 
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1n ':'hetl.3.nd and 76 in r.h~ Outer Hebnda3 between 1903-29. 'Jne indiv11·Jal 
wa3 t3.i:en in the latter ragion 1n 1950-51. In 1/estern Ireland, 4-3 Soer:n 
whales were taken between 1908-14 and a further 15 in 1920 and 1922. 
Most catches occurred in deep watars just off the edge of the 
continental shelf. 

There has been a clear increase in the number of strandings on British 
and Irish coasts this century with nine between 1913-48 1 and 28 between 
1949-85 (twenty since 1973). Together with sightings data they suggest 
that an increasing number of females and young as well as lone :males are 
moving into high latitudes. 

Only four of the twenty five sightings recorded since 1965 occur in 
continental shelf waters, the rest being at least 300 km west af the 
British Isles. Although most sightings are af single individuals, groups 
numbering three ta six have occurred not infrequently. There is no 
obvious seasonal pattern of occurrence although unlike mast other 
species, there are a number of sightings between October and December 
Fig. 9 1 Appendix 3), 

Narwhal Nonodon monoceros 

A vagrant from the arctic, this species has only been recorded five 
times in British waters. All of these were strandings of single animals, 
in 1648 1 1800, 1808 1 and in 1949 (2). There was also a sighting of two 
individuals off Orkney in late June 1949 suggesting that the two 
strandings (in Essex and Kent) may have been part of a larger group. 
There have been no sightings or strandings since then. 

White whale Delphinapterus leucas 

Also a vagrant from the arctic. The only record of a stranding on the 
British coast was in October 1932 near Stirling. There are five 
aeceptable sightings, all but one occurring in Scotland. The exception 
was seen in September 1948 off Clare Island, Co. Mayo. Of the others, 
one was seen off the island of Soay, near Skye in 1950, one between 
Orkney and Burrav in October 1960, and one at Arrochar, Loch Long in 
jovember 1965, This latter record could have been the same individual 
:ceported by m3.ny observers in Gourock B3.y duri:,.6 L1te su!l!Tier of :.964 
There are no record.3 in British and In.sh waters since t.:1en, but ,nngle 
~h1te whiles rctescr1ptions indicate at least two individuals 1nv~1~ed1 
have been observed on the Dutch coast in January 19,Sl, November 198'3, 
and March 1984 (sightings on successive days). 

Northern Bottlenose whale Hyperoodon ampullatus <Fig. 11) 

There is some indication that this species has declined in the Northeast 
Atlantic in recent years. Small numbers were taken in the Scottish whale 
fishery with 25 captured in Shetland and one in the Outer Hebrides 
between 1903-28 <none in 1950-51). None was taken off Western Ireland. 
However, it should be remembered that whalers would have concentrated 
upon the larger commercially more profitable species available to them. 
Between 1939-69 more than five thousand northern battlenase whales were 



Fig. 10 Direct plots of d1str1bution of "medium whale sp." si3htings 
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Fig. 11 Direct plots of distribution of northern bottlenose whale 
sightings 
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Fig. 12 Seasonal distribution of N. bottlenose whale by major sea area 

(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis is 
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taken off the west and nortn coasts of ~orwav, around Spitzbergen, Bear 
Island, Jan .Mayen and Iceland. 

The number of strandings an British and Irish coasts has declined from 
55 between 1913-48 to 44 between 1949-85. Sightings records also show a 
decline with 149 individuals observed between 1960-72 compared with 66 
individuals between 1973-85, despite better coverage in the latter 
period. Most records are from deep waters in the North Atlantic, 5-700 
km west of Britain and Ireland. Those in coastal waters are concentrated 
in the southwest approaches to the British Isles and around the Outer 
Hebrides in Northwest Scotland. These results further suggest that the 
species may travel mainly outside the continental shelf. Mast sightings 
occur in July - September <Fig. 12, Appendix 3), when there appears to 
be an onshore movement (Table 3, Appendix 5). Most records involve 
single individuals although there are four sightings of groups 
comprising 15-35 individuals. 

Cuvier's whale Zlphius cavlrostris 

Another deepwater species, the Cuvier's whale is probably more common 
than sightings indicate and it is possible that some of the records 
assigned to the 'medium whale' category (Fig. 10) are of this species. 
There have been only two well documented sightings, one in 1980 and the 
other in 1984. Both were single individuals and occurred in the month of 
August. One of these comes from the northern North Sea east of Orkney 
and the other from the coast of Co. Cork, Southern Ireland (Table 2). 

There have been 39 strandings since 1913, with 15 of these since 1963. 
Most of these come from north and west Scotland and western Ireland and 
further suggest an essentially Atlantic distribution. They have been 
recorded in every month but with most occurring between January and 
March or June - July. 

Sewerby's beaked whale Xesoplodon bidens 

Judged by strandings, the distribution of the Sowerby's beaked whale is 
centred upon the North Sea rather than the Atlantic, although there are 
records in that region. There have been 43 strandings between 1913-85, 
with 23 of these since 1963. These have occurred mainly in the Northern 
Isles and along the coast of Eastern Britain, but there are a number of 
records in the English Channel as well as the west :oast of Ir~land. 
There are al3o strandings records from most European countries bordering 
the North Sea. 

Strandings are of single individuals and occur in most months but 
particularly July - September. The only documented sighting was made by 
PGHE in the Kinches west of Scotland in August 1977. Later that month 
two individuals came ashore separately on the isle of Skye and 
neighbouring Raasay. 

[Gervais' beaked whale Xesoplodon europaeusJ 

The type specimen of this species was found floating in the western 
approaches to the English Channel in the 1840s. Since then the species 
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h3.S been recorded el.:.ewhere in the A"':lantic, !nainly alor.g the ea•3t coast 
of North A:nerica. However, there ha:3 been :i.o further record3 from 
Britain and Ireland Cor indeed any part of Europe>. 

True's beaked whale Nesoplodon mirus 

The species is known worldwide only fro:m a handful of strandings, all 
but one of which are from the temperate North Atlantic. Most of these 
come from Britain and Ireland with a stranding from the Outer Hebrides 
and five from the west coast of Ireland from Galway Bay to 
Ballinskelligs, Co. Kerry. Three strandings occurred between 1913-37, 
and the other three since 1973. 

[Gray's beaked whale Nesoplodon grayi] 

This species apparently has a circumpolar distribution in the southern 
hemisphere. Surprisingly, however, there is one record of a stranding 
from the Dutch coast in 1927. This remains the sole known instance of 
the species in the northern hemisphere, and probably represents an 
exceptional occurrence. 

Harbour porpoise Phocoena phocoena (Fig. 13) 

Although the commonest species in British and Irish waters both in terms 
of sightings and individuals, the Harbour porpoise appears to have 
declined in many areas. Although the precise timing of any decline is 
unknown and requires archival study, possible status changes from 
sightings data in the last 10-20 years are examined in the second 
section. Strandings records fluctuate greatly between 1913-85 with half 
as many (34 str.andings) between 1968-72 as in the five-year periods on 
either side of it (73 before and 57 after). Although there is little 
indication of an overall decline in the last ten years, the numbers 
recorded stranded on the south coasts are greatly reduced (129 between 
1~13-47 compared with 66 between 1948-85) and declines during the 1950s 
to early 1960s in southern Britain and the North Sea are indicated from 
analyses of quantified effort data (see section 3). 

The species 13 essentially coastal with by far the ~ulk of sightings 
being within lU km of land (Table 4, Appendix 4). Distribution is 
concentrated on Southwest Ireland and Northea·3t 3cot:3.nd T":113 
undoubtedly partly reflects the distribution o! effort, al:~ough it ioes 
indicate where the main centres of distribution lie. It is probable that 
with better effort the remainder of western Ireland and the west coast 
of Ireland and the west ~oast of Scotland would be included. The North 
Sea has received particular attention in recent years and this should be 
borne in mind when interpreting the data. Bearing in mind variations in 
coverage, it is nevertheless clear that numbers in the southern North 
Sea, English Channel and Irish Sea are now relatively law. 

Porpoises are seen in all months but there is a distinct seasonal peak 
between July and September (Fig. 14, Appendix 3). There is also a clear 
indication of an offshore movement in winter <Table 3, Appendix 5) which 
supports the suggestion that the paucity of sightings in coastal areas 
in winter months is reflecting a definite movement away from the coast 
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Fig. 13 ICES grid map of distribution of harbour porpoise 
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Fig. 14 Seasonal distribution of harbqur porpoise by J11qjor sea area 
(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis is 
month where 1 =Jan .... 12 = Dec) 
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<thou3h ?Ossibly not to any ~r2at distancel rather than solely poor~r 
coverage or viewing conditions. Despite this pattern, some individuals 
at least do remain in coastal waters during the winter. 

Most young animals have been seen between May and August, suggesting 
that births are mainly during early suID1Uer although young have been 
sighted as early as March (Table 5, Appendix 6). An analysis of 
sightings of juveniles at different distances from land and according to 
period of the year indicates that breeding before a spring onshore 
movement, but that most births probably occur in coastal waters during 
the summer. 

Most sightings of porpoises comprise one or two individuals, although 
large aggregations have been observed usually associated with feeding. 

CoID1Uon dolphin Delphinus delphis <Fig. 16) 

Widely distributed in British and Irish waters but with a primarily 
western and southern component. Unlike the previous species, and most 
other dolphins, many sightings were greater than 100 km from the coast 
<Table 4, Appendix 4). There is some indication of an offshore movement 
with animals seen further from the coast in late summer and during the 
winter months <Table 3, Appendix 5), Most common dolphins were seen in 
British and Irish waters between July and October (Fig 17, Appendix 3). 
Although most records from mid Atlantic had to be assigned to the 
category 'dolphin sp. 1 (see Fig. 151, some documented sightings were 
definitely of this species and it is clear that it regularly occurs 
offshore at least to 57 degrees N, 

There is little information on timing or location of breeding but the 
evidence suggests births are mainly in early to mid summer (Table 5, 
Appendix 6), The breeding season may be associated with a slight 
onshore movement <Table 3, Appendix 5). Group sizes are commonly between 
10 and 20 individuals but may number in the hundreds. 

Population trends are difficult to discern as yet from the sightings 
data, although the strandings records suggest that after a period of 
relatively faw ·:;trandings <46) between 1938-68, there ::ia:; been a 
aubstantial increase (109 strandings> a1nce then. 

Stripad ~r Euphro3yne dolphin Stenella coeruleoalba 

This species occurs mainly in warm temperate and tropical waters. All 
recent documented records come from the southwest sector of the British 
Isles south towards the Bay of Biscay. The most northerly record occurs 
in the southern Irish Sea although there are some sightings made 700 km 
west of Scotland which were assigned to this species but do not have 
sufficient documentation for confirmation. Between 1913-62 there had 
been only two strandings on British and Irish coasts, but since then a 
further eight have been added, all from Atlantic or Irish Sea coasts. 
These suggest that the species may be occurring further north than 
previously. 
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Fig. 16 ICES grid map of distribution of common dolphin 
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Fig. 17 Seasonal distribution of common dolphin by major sea area 
<vertical axis is number of indiv1dualsi horizontal axis is 
month where 1 = Jan .. 12 = Dec) 
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::':,ere 13 no particJl~r ::;e3.3,:mal ?attern to s1ght1ngs w1 th some :Jc:urr:.r16 
:'=t'tieen Ju:y and Sept~mber and other3 in Pecember and February. It i·3 1n 

3.utumn (September po3.3ibly extending to January) that the specie·3 is 
thought to breed. Sightings involve either single individuals (•3ometi:ne-:; 
in mixed herds with common dolphin) or groups up to thirty individual3. 

Bottle-nosed dolphin Tursiops truncatus (Fig. 18) 

Once amongst the commonest cetacean species in British and Irish coastal 
waters, this specie•3 has certainly declined during the last fifty years, 
though like the harbour porpoise the timing of this decline is not yet 
clear. An examination of recent trends in the numbers of sightings and 
of individuals is made in the second section, Strandings records 
fluctuate greatly between 1913-85 and show little overall trend over 
this period, although there is an indication of a decline along the 
southern coasts of UK in recent years. 

Sightings records indicate that the species has a wide distribution 
around Britain and Ireland although apparently very rare in the southern 
North Sea and English Channel. It is essentially an inshore species with 
most sightings coming from within 10 km of land (Table 4, Appendix 4). 
Most sightings occur in July to September although the species has been 
seen in most months <Fig, 19, Appendix 3), There are few records between 
December and February. There may be an offshore movement at this time 
<Table 3, Appendix 5) and this could be associated with breeding since 
most young are seen from early spring <Table 5, Appendix 6). Groups are 
closest ta land in mid and late summer when most sightings are 
occurring, but this finding should be treated cautiously due to the 
paucity of sightings in winter months an which to make the analysis . 

• 
White-sided dolphin Lagenorhynchus acutus (Fig. 20) 

The centre of distribution of this species appears to be the North 
Atlantic and most northerly parts of the North Sea, Although 
concentrated in North Scottish waters it extends down the western 
:;ea board to Southwest Britain. The •3pecies is relatively abundant though 
almost ,:-2rtai nl y le:;3 common than i t•3 relative the 'llhi te-beaked Dolphin. 

White-;ii2d 0ol?hin:; are not particularly co3.•:;tal althoug:,. -::c.ev •:.'.J 

1XC'Jr wi'::iin :'..O km of l.3.nd <Table 4, Appendix 4) Ju:!'.l:ier3 3.re zre:1.te•;t 
bt"!theen A·~s'J3t 3.nd 01:-:ober and t1:l.ere are very few rec•:Jrd::; be-t:;;een. 
~Tovember .3.;:cd April <Fig. 21, Appendix 31. There i-:; eviden,:e for .3.n 
on.:;hore-off3hore movement in the autumn although thi:; i'3 based on rather 
small d.3.ta .:;ets for the winter period <Table 3, Appendix 5). Sightings 
of individuals suggest that breeding may take place in the northern 
North Sea in late spring and early summer <Table 5, Appendix 6). There 
are probably other breeding areas ta the north and west. 

As with the previous species, most group sizes comprise less than ten 
individuals but so.me herds .may number 50-100 <mainly 30-50) individuals. 
Generally herd sizes are larger when further offshore. 

White-beaked Dolphin Lagenorhynchus albirostris <Fig. 22) 
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Fig. 18 ICES grid map of distribution of bottle-nosed dolphin 
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Fig. 19 Seasonal distribution of bottle-nosed dolphin by major sea are4 
(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis is 

I 
I 

I 

I 

I 
I 

month where 1 =Jan .... 12 = Dec) 

;~ 
I 
I 0 

130 

0 

20 

0 

0 3 6 9 12 

0 3 6 9 12 

t..<:l 
'\I 
\} 

0 

~ 

ci 

0 3 6 9 12 

130 

0 3 6 9 12 

75 

3 6 9 12 

L-J 

100 km. 

;soTTLE-NOSED DOLPHIN 

(.) 
01 



36 

Fig. 20 ICES grid map of distribution of white-sided dolphin 
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Fig. 21 Seasonal distribution ot white-sided dolphin by l!lajor sea area 
<vertical axis is number ot 1ndiv1duals; horizontal axis is 
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.month where 1 = Jan. 12 = Dec) 

1S 

0 

,- 0 3 6 9 12 ;~ 
I 
I o 

83 

0 

0 3 6 9 12 

0 

~1r~ 
'>I 
'II 

J 
f!j 

204 

0 3 6 9 12 

L__J 

100 km. 

I 

;WHITE-SIDED DOLPHIN 

c,J, 
-.,& 



38 

Fig. 22 ICES grid map of distribution of white-beaked dolphin 
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Fig. 23 Seasonal distribution of white-beaked dolphin by major sea areq 
(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis is 
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~~1; ;pec1e; ha; a v2r7 ;1~ilar d1s~~1but1cn t~ ~t; r2:at1~e I~ 1a ~:12 
t:ttird :::1c;t frequently recorded ;p1:;~ies overall in 2,ritish a:id In;h 
waters, c2ntred mainly upon the :J-~rth Sea 1except the south2rn tllird), 
north and north-west Scotland and extending ·southward.a towarda Sout:iwest 
.Sritain. 

Although recorded in all months, most sightings are in August <Fig. 
23, Appendix 3). There appears to be an inshore movement at this time 
<Table 3, Appendix 5) and this is probably associated with 
concentrations of food f1ahes in those areas. Most group sizes are less 
than ten individuals but herds of 30-50 are not uncommon and there are a 
few records of 1-500 individuals off the north-west coast of Scotland. 
Most of those sightings are associated with feeding, and we are 
currently carrying out studies on herd structure and cooperative food 
herding by this species in that region. 

The breeding grounds of this species are unknown but judging by the 
distribution of sightings with young juveniles <Table 5, Appendix 6), 
will be in a similar area to the previous species with births primarily 
in late spring to early summer prior to an inshore movement. 

False killer whale Pseudorca crassidens 

With a pelagic distribution, this species is probably quite rare in 
British and Irish coastal waters. There have been no strandings since 
1935 <when there were eleven strandings, the largest number being of 21 
animals in Llanmadoc Bay, Glamorgan). There are three well documented 
sightings (Table 2), one of which involved a herd of between 100 and 150 
animals off North-east Scotland in July 1981. The other two sightings 
were much sma1ler groups on the west coast, one off Western Scotland in 
November 1976 and the other off the edge of the continental shelf west 
of Brittany, France in July 1980. A sightings record has been received 
recently from Outer Hebridean waters but requires checking further for 
confirmation. 

Killer whale Orcinus orca <Fig. 24> 

Tln; sn2,:ie•3 ha•; a. wide diatr1bution in B1·i ti3h a.nd Irish waters 
including the cantral and northern North Sea. ~ost s13htings ,:Jc,~ur off 
:forth-west a.nd Northern Scotland a.nd in the nortiern Horth :=::ea.. Hswever, 
i:he ;oorer ,:over3.ge for western Irel3.nd pro'::)abl y :nea.n; th::.; ;pe,:ies is 
under represented there. 

Sightings occur 1n all month; but particularly between April and 
October (Fig, 25, Appendix 3), Most sightings are from August although 
June is also well represented. There may not be any particular peak of 
occurrence during the summer period. There is some evidence that the 
species undergoes an inshore movement in summer, moving offshore again 
at the end of the year <Table 3, Appendix 5). 

Breeding probably occurs in late autumn or winter since sightings of 
young animals occur soon afterwards (Table 5, Appendix 6), and this may 
be associated with the offshore movement just prior to that time. 
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Fig 24 ICES grid map of distribution of killer whale 
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Fig. 25 S~asonal distr+pution of kilter whale by maj~r sea area 
(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis is 
month where 1 =Jan .... 12 = Dec) ,. 
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n.e :O::iller wh.3.le ::.s a polvgynou3 =<?ecie=. 1>1i th 111.ale;; hold1n:~ har,,,rrs or 
female;; and bachel.Jr males often forming separate herds. Stud1e;; 1n the 
North-west Atlantic and North-east P.1cif ic indicate that tb.e spe,:ies r:iay 
form two distinct populations, an inshore and an offshore one. There 13 
no clear suggestion that this is happening in British and Irish waters 
but a more detailed analysis of the data is really required to test 
this. Most sightings are of herds of ten individuals or less although 
groups of ten to twenty individuals are not uncommon and there is one 
record of a herd of 80-100 individuals in the North Sea in August. 

Lang-finned Pilot Whale Globicephala melaena (Fig, 26) 

This species 1s now the second most frequently observed cetacean in 
British and Irish waters <Table 2). This is partly due ta the number of 
reports provided regularly by the weather ships that operate off the 
continental shelf, 700 km west of Scotland. However, it also probably 
reflects a real population increase (see section 3) in recent years at 
least in coastal waters. The number of strandings recorded has also 
increased, with 23 between 1913-37, 37 between 1938-62, and well over 75 
(exact number still to be confirmed) between 1963-85. These increases 
have occurred on all coasts, though particularly on the west coast. 

Pilot whales are widely distributed in British and Irish waters 
occurring in all areas except the eastern English Channel and the 
southernmost part of the North Sea. They have a primarily pelagic 
distribution (Table 4, Appendix 4). The coastal populations are greatest 
in northern Britain, in northwest and northern Scotland. The species is 
recorded well into the North Sea. 

Sightings occur in all months although this is mainly due to records 
from weather ships west of Scotland. Numbers are highest between June 
and December, for sightings from coastal waters <Fig. 27, Appendix 3). 
Since data from weather ships in the western sector contribute quite 
significantly to the total data set, seasonal trends are best examined 
for these separately (see also section 3), Besides a peak in April 
<caused in part by a sighting of over one thousand individuals), 
sightings from the weather ships are greatest between June and September 
CJ.nd lowest between November and February). In ,:oastal waters, peak 
numbers occur later in the year, between September and January <see Fig. 
27). These re·;;ul t·;; suggest that there may be an onshore movement in 
autumn, perhaps as;;ociated with seaaonal movements of their prey <see 
also Table 3, Appendix 5). 

There appear to be peaks in the proportion of sightings with juveniles 
during the months of March and April (Table 5, Appendix 6). This 
suggests that breeding occurs primarily in late winter to early spring 
(when there is a paucity of sightings in coastal waters but occasional 
records often of quite large numbers offshore); other evidence from 
strandings tend to support this, Young animals have been recorded within 
herds in all months of the year and it is possible that the species has 
a protracted breeding season in the region. However, a problem with data 
from larger cetacean species such as these is that young take several 
months to attain anything approaching adult size, and so will be 
assigned to the juvenile category for many months after their birth. 
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Fig .26 EES grid map of .:11:;,tribution of long-finned pilot whale 
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Fig. 2? 
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~easonal distribution of pilot whale by major sea area 
(vertical axis is number of individuals; horizontal axis is 
month where 1 =Jan .... 12 = Dec) 

;­
! 
I o 

I 

101 

0 

125 

0 

0 3 6 9 12 

0 3 6 9 12 

.. (j~ 
<;) 

0:::. 

1162 

1 
(:j 

0 

0 3 6 9 12 

25 

L..---1 

100 km. 
0 

0 3 6 'ii 12 

' ;PILOT \./HALE 

~ 
Ol 



Alc:l:.ou~h ma.n1 sL 5:..':i:i.gs are of :2::;:::; than ten indi?i,ju.3.l:::;, ~ar,:i;er ::er.:!.:=; 
r,ur::b2rLng 20-40 3.r2 ,:ommonly re,:or::2d and occas1onally herds nul'!l:cer in 
the hundreds or even law thousand:::;, fhe3e latter instances are prob.3.bly 
asaaciated either with breeding or feeding. 

Risaa's dolphin Grampus griseus <Fig. 28) 

This species also has a wide distribution in coastal waters of Britain 
and Ireland. It is particularly a coastal species, with most records 
within 10 km of the coast (Table 4, Appendix 4). 

Risso's dolphins have been seen in most months of the year but with a 
definite peak of occurrence in August and September <Fig. 29, Appendix 
3). It is at this time of the year that sightings are closest to the 
coast suggesting an onshore movement during this summer period (Table 3 1 

Appendix 5). 

Sightings with juveniles start in April suggesting that breeding may 
take place shortly before this in late winter or early spring <Table 5 1 

Appendix 6), at a time when animals appear to be some distance offshore. 
This also accords with information from stranded mothers with foetuses 
at this time. 

Most sightings are of less than ten individuals although herds of 
between ten and thirty individuals are not uncommon and one herd of 
fifty animals was recorded in June. We are currently investigating herd 
structure of the Risso's dolphin in some detail, in Northwest Scotland. 
The species appears to be polygynous with stable groups (at least over 
three years) comprising a mature rnale 1 a group of females, and subadults 
at least occasionally. 

2. 3 DISCUSSIOI 

The results presented here probably give a reasonably accurate picture 
of the relative status and distribution of most cetacean species 
occurring in British and Irish waters, at least the more common ones. 
However, there 3.re still major biases caused by unneven coverage. Thi::; 
a:?plles part.:.,::ul:;,rly to Western Ireland and parts of the Irish Sea. The 
northern 1orth Sea is now particularly well ,.:overed c:o:npare,:: w1 th 3.reas 
such 3.S the Northern Isles and North-west Scotland which 3.re certainly 
under-r-::presented ,ie3pi te holding important cet:;,cean .C":Jpul3.t:!.ons. 
Possible population trends and seasonal abundance adJu3ted ior effort 
are examined in more detail in the next section, using data only from 
quantified effort sites. 

The expansion of the observer network with particular attention to 
present gaps would clearly provide more comprehensive and probably more 
even coverage. This requires active soliciting of potential recorders 
which would include not only ones that could operate regularly but the 
more casual visitors of the sea. An important way to maintain interest 
in the scheme after initial publicity would be a newsletter providing 
regular feedback, and there is also a need for some training of 
observers. 
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Fig. 28 ICES grid map of distribution of Risso's dolphin 
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Fig. 29 Seasonal distribution 01 Risso's dolphin by major sea area 
<vertical axis 1s number of individuals; horizontal axis is 
month where l = Ja11 . 12 = Pee) 
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With nearly ten tb.ou::;.:1nd. records now on. computer file, it i·3 poss1ol2 
to carry out a humber of further analyses 2x3mining the ecologic3l 
distribution of different cetacean species in relation to oceanographic 
factors <for ex3mple water temperature, salinity, water depth) and 
variations in group size during the annual cycle. These should throw new 
light on important aspects of the biology and ecology of these species 
in the North-east Atlantic. 

3.1 CETACEAN ANALYSES FOR QUANTIFIED EFFORT SITES 

As noted above, the problem with drawing detailed conclusions on the 
status and distribution of cetacean species in British and Irish waters 
is the effect caused by unneven effort both geographically and 
seasonally. The best way to overcome this is to have a network of 
observers operating regularly and quantifying the periods of time for 
which they are observing. We now have twenty sites/observers who are 
recording in this manner. The distribution of the sites/areas covered is 
shown in Fig. 30, and these are listed in Table 6 along with the periods 
for which they have operated. It can be seen from this Table that a few 
sites have been in operation for up to twenty years although most have 
started up much more recently. The results presented here therefore are 
necessarily preliminary. They probably are most useful for comparisons 
of the relative abundance of different species between regions, and for 
examining seasonal trends of occurrence. However, they do also give an 
indication of population trends far a few sites for the more commonly 
recorded species, and results for long-finned pilot whale and harbour 
porpoise are presented here. 

Comparisons b~tween sites around Britain and Ireland (Table 7) tend to 
support the more comprehensive records from the general observer 
network. Observations in the southern North Sea and eastern sector of 
the English Channel comprise few species, notably the bottle-nosed 
dolphin. Three species, the long-finned pilot whale, common and Rissa's 
dolphins, become more prominent in the western English Channel and the 
Irish Sea. Further west and north, the white-beaked dolphin joins the 
common dolphin (eventually more or less replacing it), and killer 
whales, fin whales and other whale species occur at least occasionally. 
Those regions are amongst the mast important for the harbour porpoise 
and minke wh3le. Far offshore, observations !rem the weather ships 
emphasi 38 the pel.3.gic distribution for species such 3:3 3perm whale, 
l □ng-t1nned pil □t whale, fin whale and other large rorquals. iov1ng to 
the northern Jorth Sea, observations are primarily of harbour porpoise 
(coastal), long-finned pilot whale (offshore), and white-beaked dolphin 
(both caa•;;tal and offshore), but with other species such as minke whale, 
killer whale and Risso's dolphin well represented. Bottle-nosed dolphins 
appear to be comparatively rare although important inshore sites <such 
as the inner Moray Firth) exist that are not included in the observer 
network with quantified effort. 

For a more detailed examination of seasonal trends and changes in 
abundance over the last 10-20 years, I have concentrated upon two 
species, the long-finned pilot whale and the harbour porpoise. All 
results presented are adjusted for effort <although no attempt has been 
made to correct far variations in weather conditions). For the former 
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TABLE 6 LIST OF QUANTIFIED EFFORT SITES 

LOCATION 

Cape Clear, Co. Cork 
Wolf Rock, Cornwall 
Bishop Rock, English Channel 
English Channel CA1r Coastguard) 
Porthgwarra, Cornwall 
Portland Bill, Dorset 
Selsey Bill, Sussex 
Dungeness, Kent 
Skokholm Is., Dyfed 

(Ynyslas/Borth, Dyfed 
Bardsey Is., Gwynedd 
Calf of Man, Isle of Man 
Spurn Hd, Yorks 
Farne Islands, Northumberland 

[ Isle of May, Berwickshire 
Northern North Sea <SAST of NCC) 
Peterhead, Aberdeenshire 
Nigg - Cromarty ferry 

(Orkney Islands <NCC> 
Fair Isle, Shetland 

[Shetland Islands (NCC) 
[Northern Scottish waters CDAFS) 

Handa Island, Sutherland 
Mid North Atlantic <Met. Office) 

PERIOD OF OBSERVATION 

1963 - present 
1984 - 19W5 
1985 - present 
1984 - present 
1974 - 1982 
1974 - present 
1965 - 1970 
1957 - present 
1964 - 1974 
1980 - present] 
1968 - present 
1965 - present 
1974 - present 
1977 - present 
1979 - present] 
1980 - present 
1979 - present 
1985 - present 
1980 - present] 
1973 - present 
1980 - present] 
1974 - present] 
1978 - present 
1'97 4 - present 

. NOTES The numbers correspond with those on Figure 30 

Effort for those sites in square brackets can only be 
quantified very approximately 
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TABLE 7 RELATIVE ABUNDANCE OF VARIOUS CETACEAN SPECIES 
FOR FIXED QUANTIFIED EFFORT SITES 

CETACEAN SPECIES 
SITE FW SW MW HW SPW NBW HP BND WED WSD CD P'vl KW RD 

Cape Clear 1 0 2 l 0 1 4 2 2 0 .3 3 2 3 

Wolf Rock 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 l 

Bishop Roi:k 0 () () 0 0 () 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Porthgwarra 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 1 1 

Portland Bill 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 l l 0 0 0 0 0 

Selsey Bill 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 l 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Dungeness 0 0 0 0 0 () 1 1 0 0 0 l 1 0 

Skokholm Is. 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 1 1 l 

Bardsev Is. 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 () 0 l 1 1 

Calf o:t Man 0 0 l 0 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 1 0 l 

Spurn Hd. 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Farne Is. 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 2 0 

I:3le of May 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Peterhead 0 0 1 0 0 0 '3 1 2 0 0 0 1 1 

Handa Is. 0 1 2 0 0 0 3 0 2 0 1 0 1 0 

Weather ship 2 1 1 1 2 2 1 2 2 2 3 4 2 1 

Relative abundance : 0 = O; 1 = 1-10; 2 = 11-50; 3 = 51-100; 4 = 101+ 
indices <calculated on basis of no. indivs seen/unit effort) 
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snecies, ,rnal ·;ses ::i.ave concentrai:ed '..!?On t.t.e weai::ter sh1p•3 ':,e,:;3.u,;e t:-,-=re 
a~e too few records from the other 3ites. T~e results indicate peaks 
both in numbers of records and of i nd! viduals between June and t'e;,terober 
<Fig. 31). There is a further peak of individuals in April, caused by a 
few ·;1ghtings of very large bards (including one estimated as comprisi:1g 
at least one thousand animals), and it is postulated that they may 
relate to aggregations for breeding. If it does prove to be the case 
that pilot whale herds come together during breeding <or at least at the 
time of mating), this would argue against herds being genetically 
discrete. 

Comparisons of the numbers of pilot whale sightings and individuals for 
the time periods 1952-59 and 1974-85, show a substantial increase in 
recent years (Fig. 32). This is mirrored by a large increase in the 
number of strandings (and of individuals stranded) over the same time 
period (see earlier section on this species), whilst in the Faroe 
Islands, an analysis of pilot whale catches by Kjartan Haydal (1985) 
also show much larger numbers caught in recent years without 
substantially increased effort. Causes for this apparent population 
increase in the Northeast Atlantic are not yet known, but there is some 
indication of a relationship with changes in squid numbers induced by 
longer term climatic changes. Although numbers of pilot whales appear to 
have increased over the last two decades, there is some indication that 
this trend has reversed in the last four years. Clearly this needs 
further investigation, and a comparison with the most recent strandings 
data would be very useful. 

The best data sets far quantified effort sites apply to the harbour 
porpoise. Analyses presented here are nevertheless preliminary since 
some earlier data on effort is still required. However, they do show 
some important trends. Firstly, once corrected for effort, the seasonal 
peaks of occurrence no longer take place in August but are rather later 
in September - October (Fig. 33), Small numbers at least are present 
throughout the year but there are consistent declines in late winter -
early spring which would conform with other evidence for an offshore 
movement associated with breeding at that time. 

For .:1.n .=i.nalysis of possible population trends, '.!!ost dat3. ir.ev:t.::i.bly 
~pply to the period since 1973 when the Cetacean Group 3et up 1ts 
3ightings scheme. This makes it difti,:ult to ex3.mine for e3.rlier •:::;tatus 
change3. However, recording has been taking place since 1962 at a few 
sites in Southern Britain, and these indicate much larger numbers in the 
early 1960s than since then <Figs. 34 & 35l, Otherwi;e there have been 
few changes in the southern North Sea, English Channel and Irish Sea 
over the last twenty years, though numbers have consistently been very 
low. Elsewhere, off Southwest Ireland, Northwest Scotland and in the 
northern North Sea, the species is much more abundant, although in the 
last 4-8 years there appears to have been an important decline in the 
northern North Sea. If these recent trends are real, we should look for 
possible factors to account for them. Two major negative influences have 
in fact occurred in the region: (1) the industrial fishery for sandeel 
and sprats (both important prey for the harbour porpoise) has increased 
dramatically around the Shetland islands, where the bulk of the northern 
North Sea population occurs; <2) there has been a substantial mortality 
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Fig. 34 Status changes in the harbour porpoise at longterm 
quantified effort sites, expressed as index of no. of sightings 
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Fig. 35 Status changes in the harbour porpoise at longterm 
quantified effort sites expressed as index of no. of individuals 
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<=-,sti1:1ated 3.t 3, 1) 1)0 p-::r ·r.;;.:1r - ::ee An,1~r3.;;n 1n 'i..aye3 l'.?.3·5 l _n ri::::-_:..:-.:5 
r:ets :n [13.nish waters :!.uring recent year·3, .::rnd 3.lthou,:i;h r::e .Jr1:i;i:-i3 o.: 
t-tese a.re not known, it 13 quite possible that they involve .:1n:::3.ls trom 
Northern Britain. It 3eems unlikel;r on pre3ent estimate3 that +:r_e Dan::;h 
porpoiae population alone would be able to sustain such a heavy 
mortality without noticeable population changes. 

4.1 SUDARY AID CONCLUSIONS 

Twenty species of cetaceans have been recorded in British and Irish 
territorial waters in the last ten years. At least ten of those species 
are resident or at least annual visitors to coastal waters, The most 
commonly recorded species is the harbour porpoise, followed by the long­
finned pilot whale, white-beaked dolphin and common dolphin. Changes in 
relative abundance have occurred for several species since 1958, The 
battle-nosed dolphin was second in order of relative abundance during 
the period 1958-72 but has declined to seventh place between 1980-86; 
between the same two periods, the northern bottlenose whale has declined 
from sixth to eleventh place. On the other hand, the long-finned pilot 
whale increased from seventh place to second and is presently the third 
most frequently recorded species; the sperm whale has increased from 
twelfth to tenth place. Most of these apparent changes in status cannot 
obviously be related to variations in observer coverage and they are 
generally mirrored by changes in the numbers of strandings. We can 
therefore probably use them as a first approximation in evaluating 
status changes aver time within species. 

Since there are geographical differences in observer coverage, some 
cetacean species are more pelagic than others, and some are more readily 
observed and/or identified, we cannot so easily compare relative 
abundance across species, Nevertheless within circumscribed limits (e.g. 
coastal waters considered separately from offshore areas), a fairly 
evenly distributed network of observers should provide a reasonably 
accurate picture of the relative abundance of different species. 
Quantification of effort will further improve the quality of the data, 
Already they have clarified population changes in the harbour porpoise 
3.nd long-finned pilot whale, and if coverage can be inproved, this could 
be extended geographically, and to other 3pecies, We therefore identify 
tte follow1n6 3.3pects as needing 6reateat development: 

< l > expansion of t.'.le observer network to 31 ve :::ore ev-:::-t ~eo~r-3.phi•:3.l 
coverage, with concentration both on t::i.e 3mall professiorul :ind. the ::uch 
larger amateur elements; 
(2) aubstantial increase in the number of observers recording regularly 
and quantifying their effort; 
(3) some training of observers in recording and identification with 
emphasis upon photographic documentation. This not only helps to confirm 
specific identification, but also provides additional information on 
variation in markings, sizes of subadults, etc; 
(4) regular feedback to observers through a newsletter so that their 
interest and involvement are maintained. 

The United Kingdom has the potential for a most comprehensive sightings 
network involving both professionals and amateurs. Important assets are 
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its relatively evenly populated coastline, large number of groups 
interested in natural historv and conservation, and broad network of 
people visiting coastal waters either for work <fishermen, merchant 
seamen, ferry operators, coastguards, lighthouse keepers, professional 
biologists) or for pleasure <yachtsmen, sub aqua divers). Such a network 
could not only provide useful information on the distribution and status 
of cetacean species, but also additional data bearing on their biology 
and ecology, and conservation threats. The data set presently on 
computer file can be used for many further ecological analyses: the 
broad distribution of different species in relation to oceanographic 
features <for example sea surface temperature, salinity, water depth); 
finer ecological relationships with undersea contours, plankton fronts, 
and tidal rhythms; variations in group size during the annual cycle; and 
diurnal activity patterns. With further data we should be able to more 
clearly identify breeding areas and timing of breeding, and to relate 
movements of particular species to features of their annual cycle. 
Finally, a substantial amateur participation increases public awareness 
of cetaceans and the conservation problems they face; and it enables one 
to carry out various related surveys Cfor example a census of small 
motor boats in coastal resort·5 as part of an examination of the effects 
of human disturbance, and local reporting of incidental catches in 
fishing nets), 

The recent formation of the European Cetacean Society provides the 
opportunity for international cooperation and integration of sightings 
and strandings schemes involving all Western European countries. We hope 
that the UK government and relevant non-governmental bodies will provide 
the funding support needed for satisfactory development of the above 
proposals. For too long, the study and conservation of cetaceans in 
Europe have received lamentably little support. 
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APP'SNDIX 1 CETACEAN CODUTG ?ROCEDU:?ES 

l-4 

5-8 

9-10 

11-12 

13-16 

17-20 

21-22 

23-24 

25-28 

29-30 

31-32 

33-34 

35-38 

39-42 

43 

44-45 

46 

18 0 = Nat recor~ad 

Cetacean/Seal apecies <see Appendix 2> 

Best estim. no. indivs. unaged (0-9999) 

Best estim. no. indivs. full grown C0-99) 

Best estim. no. indivs. juvenile (0-99) 

Max. estim. no. indivs. (0-9999) 

Min. estim. no. indi vs. (0-9999) 

Estim, max. length of indivs. (0-99) 

Estim. min. length of indivs. (0-99) 

Time of day (24 hour clock - GMT) 

Day 

Month 

Year 

Latitude 

Longitude 

Meridian (East or West of Greenwich) 

Area code 

Direction of movement (9 ~Tone, l ~!W, .2 ~r. : JE, 4 E, 5 SE, 
0 S, 7 SW, 8 1, 0 l~t recordecti 

-t'7 ~□ 3t common behaviour obsar?ed r,;. :ro:-1e 1 ~ Jo~--~l :=tt1ir:wiin5, 
2 Fast =:;wimm1ng, 3 Porpois1n6 , 4 Far;.;ar.1 br-?a•::ung, 'J 

Side-breaching, 6 Sky-painting, 7 Tail :;:nck1ng, ,'3 
Response to platform, 0 Not recorded) 

48 Second most common behaviour (coded as above) 

49 Aasociated =:;eabirds (9 None, 1 Shearwaters/Petrels, 2 
Gannets/Boobies, 3 Cormorants/Shags, 4 Skuas, 5 Gulls, 6 
Terns, 7 Auks, 8 Combination of seabird families, 0 Not 
recorded) 

50 Description/Photo/Drawing available (9 None, 1 
Description, 2 Photo, 3 Drawing, O Not recorded) 
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Cb3erver na.::1e co,ie ( 0-999 > 

55 P9cording group code 

Environmental data 

56 Platform <l Headl3.nd, 2 Ferry, 3 Yacht, 4 Fishing vessel, 
.... 9 Aircraft, 0 Not recorded) 

57-58 

59 

60-61 

Speed of vessel (in case of boat/ship> 

Course of vessel (coded as for direction of cetacean 
movement) 

Wind direction (coded as for direction of cetacean 
movement) 

62 Wind force (Beaufort scale) 

63 Cloud cover (in Oktas, i.e. 9 0/8, 1 1/8 .... 8 8/8, 
0 Not recorded) 

64 Precipitation: tvpe <9 None, 1 Rain, 2 Snow, 3 Fog, 
0 Not recorded) 

65 Precipitation: intensity Cl Cantin. light, 2 contin. 

66 

67 

68 

heavy, 3 Intermittent light, 
4 Intermittent heavy, 9 None, 
0 Nat recorded) 

Visibility Cl less than 1km, 2 1-l0km, 3 mare than 10km) 

Sea state (using international sea state codes) 

Swell height (9 None, 1 light, 2 moderate, 3 heavy, 0 Not 
recorded) 

':'a.:1 3urface temperature 

Sal in.1 tv <to ona deci1113.l placa ;,11 tn. £1r,;t •il·;i;i t '·~. • not 
cod.ad, 1. e. (3)5 '5 is coded a•:; '':55'; ::!!easured 1n 

parts per 1000> 

74 Water depth <1 1-10, 2 11-20, 3 21-30, 4 31-50, 5 51-100, 

75-77 

7/3-80 

7 201-300, 8 301-500, 9 501+; measured in 
metres> 

Distance in km. from land of any description 
(999 = l000km+) 

Distance in km. from land over 30km in one dimension 
(999 = l000km+) 
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CO:)ES FOR :TE AILANTIC Y:ARErn i.AJ_'i1.:ALS ((~ol:J!::m.s l-4 • 

C,r':!y Seal 

Com.man Seal 

Walr11s 

Right Whale 

Sperm Whale 

Humpback Whale 

Blue Whale 

Fin Whale 

Sei Whale 

Minke Whale 

N. Bottlenose Whale 

Cuvier's Whale 

Sowerby's Wh3.le 

True's beaked Whale 

~rarwhal 

Pilot Whale 

l <JO l 

100:::: 

1003 

.21Ul 

2111 

2103 

2106 

2104 

2107 

210'5 

211'3 

2114 

2115 

2116 

2117 

2122 

Pygmy Sperm Whale 2112 

Bottle-nosed Dolphin 2251 

White-beaked Dolphin 2252 

White-sided Dolphin 

Common Dolphin 

Euphrosyne Dolphin 

Harbour Porpoise 

225'3 

.2254 

2255 

2241 

!- Seal sp. 1000 

Eear1ed Seal 1004 

}
Indistinct dorsal 

2011 

. 
1---t-BluelFin/Sei 

2013 

-Distinct dorsal 
2012 

1--+- Minke/ B-n 
2014 

tBeaked 2021 

l.i/'hite whale 2118 

Patterned D. 
2032 

1---+- Com/Euph. 
2034 

Large whale 
2010 

"whale" 
sp. 2100 

Medium whale 
2020 

"cetacean --t---t 
·3p. 2000 

Small whale 
2030 

"dolphin" 
sp. 2200 
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APPENDIX 7 RECORDS OF BASKING SHARKS 

NO. 
INDIVS LOCATION DATE OBSERVER 

l 2m S of Old Head Kinsale, Cork 4 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
l 3m S of Galley Hd, Cork 4 Aug 1968 PGH Evan•;; 

•") 
"- 3m S of Three Castles Hd, Cork 4 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
l 20m SW of Cape Clear, Cork 23 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
l 15m SW of Cape Clear, Cork 23 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
l 10m SW of Cape Clear, Cork 23 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
l 2m S of Cape Clear, Cork 24 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
2 5m S of Cape Clear, Cork 24 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
l 10m S of Cape Clear, Cork 24 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
l 20m S of Cape Clear, Cork 24 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
1 20m S of Cape Clear, Cork 24 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
2 3m S of Galley Hd, Cork 26 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
1 2m SE of Mizen Hd, Cork 26 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
l 5m W of Bray Hd, Kerry 27 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
1 15m W of Bray Hd, Kerry 27 Aug 1968 PGH Evans 
2 2m SW of Is. of Arran, Scotland 29 May 1976 DG McIntyre 

15 Inchmarnoch Sound - Is. of Bute 31 May 1976 DG McIntyre 
1 lm S of Great Saltee Is, Wexford 27 May 1980 CS Lloyd 

?1 10m W of Brittany, France 21 July 1980 PGH Evans 
l Mid N. Atlantic 56 56'N 20 2B'W 5 Aug 1980 DA McKenzie 

1-2 5 records in Firth of Clyde July-Aug 1980-3 0 Beauvoisin 
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