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What is a Solitary Dolphin?
Solitary dolphins sometimes seek out human interaction, but this 
behaviour can be dangerous for both species.

For reasons that are not fully understood, some 
bottlenose dolphins are sometimes encountered 
which are living on their own. This seems very odd 
for what is normally a highly sociable species, and 
which more usually lives in a group. However, the 
same thing has been recorded for other species 
of social cetaceans including belugas and orcas, 
and solitary dolphins are actually quite common 
around the world, including in UK waters. 

There is a lot of anecdotal information about 
these animals (they often become quite famous) and 
scientists have also been studying them. Some of the 
relevant literature that has been written about them is 
listed below.

Solitary dolphins typically stay in a particular region 
for some time (perhaps weeks or months) and have 
certain localities within this range that they regularly 
frequent. This can include seemingly unlikely places 
such as marinas and busy shipping channels. 

Not surprisingly, people will often flock in large 
numbers to see them and sometimes they will get 
into the water and attempt to swim or play with 
the dolphins. Over time, solitary dolphins become 
‘habituated’ to people. They loose their natural 
reticence to interact and may start to actively seek 
interactions. A number of stages in the habituation of a 
solitary dolphin have been described:

Researchers have shown that solitary dolphins 
typically progress through a series of stages and this 
has been summarised by Wilke et al. (2005) thus:

Stage 1
The dolphin appears and remains in a new home 
range, sometimes restricting itself to a small, protected 
part of the range often < 1km2. Dolphin may follow 
boats (usually fishing boats) or inspect fishing gear, but 
does not yet approach humans.

Stage 2
The dolphin becomes habituated to new range and 
may start to follow boats. Local people aware of 

its presence may attempt to swim with the animal. 
Dolphin appears curious but remains at a distance 
from swimmers. May bow ride or inspect ropes, chains 
and buoys, etc.

Stage 3
The dolphin becomes familiar with the presence of 
one or more people who have deliberately attempted 
to habituate it – this process may be assisted or even 
initiated by the dolphin. At this stage, the dolphin 
interacts with only a limited number of people in the 
water. Behaviour may include swimming in close 
proximity or diving side by side; the dolphin being 
touched including having its dorsal fin held to allow 
swimmers to be pulled along by the animal.

Stage 4
The presence of the animal becomes widely known, 
often assisted by media exposure. It becomes a local 
celebrity and tourist attraction, attracting visitors. 
During this stage, inappropriate human behaviour may 
provoke unwanted and possibly dangerous behaviour 
in the dolphin, including dominant, aggressive and 
sexual behaviours directed at humans.

 Unfortunately, the animals’ fascination with people 
(and visa versa) often gets the animals into trouble. 
The dolphins are large powerful marine predators 
and they may accidentally (or deliberately if they are 
frightened or frustrated) injure people in the water 
particularly by biting or butting but sometimes also just 
by trying to swim around them. There is also a risk of 
disease transmission.

Sometimes the dolphins become fascinated by 
boats and this may lead to them being struck by hulls 
and propellers.

Whilst the animals are in areas of high human 
activity the chances are that they will be harmed. 
There are exceptions to this and the bottlenose 
dolphin known as Fungi, who has been resident in 
Dingle Bay for many years, has come to little harm. 
He is, however, rather the exception to the rule and 
has a large range and is cared for by the local human 
community.

Generally, the more human interactions that occur 
with the animal, the bigger the problems tend to get, 
and the less likely the animal is to survive. So, our 
basic advice is to stay away from them if possible. If 
there is a good shore-based viewing site then it may 
be possible to watch the animals from the shore (which 
is unlikely to harm the animal or encourage further 
human interactions). 

If the animal is constrained in a small area – for 
example in a marina – it may be trapped. Even if there 

seems to be a way open to the sea the animal may 
perceive an obstacle and/or, for reasons that may not 
be clear to us, be too scared to exit. Such animals 
need to be treated very carefully to ensure that they 
are not further stressed. 

There are strict laws and severe penalties that 
protect dolphins and the bottlenose dolphins in the UK 
are relatively rare now and may well be in decline. 

Expert Veterinary Comment: James Barnett the 
marine mammal veterinarian has provided us with a 
comment on solitary dolphins (LINK). 
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Dave was badly injured in October 2007, possibly by 
fishing line.
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Dave in early 2006, before she became habituated to human 
company.
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