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Natural England) for studying cetaceans is held by the 
lead researcher.

Conservation initiatives
These inshore cetacean boat surveys together with 
offshore information collected by WDCS/Greenpeace 
in 2004 and 2005 (January-March) and all other 
information compiled (e.g. incidental sightings) will 
supply an interesting data set that will increase our 
knowledge regarding distribution, (relative) abundance 
and conservation status of the inshore cetacean 
populations in the Western Approaches of the English 

Project Aims/Objectives
This project will be the fourth winter (inshore) cetacean 
survey aiming to enlarge our understanding of small 
cetaceans off Southwest England regarding their 
distribution patterns and knowledge of inshore/offshore 
movements. The (inshore) project was initiated in 2006 
to complement the 2004 and 2005 WDCS/Greenpeace 
Esperanza offshore boat-based surveys. 

The obtained data will allow us to calculate 
density estimates, identify areas frequently visited 
by cetaceans (hotspots), compare densities between 
years and also to compare with data collected from 
other areas. At present little is known about the 
distribution of the cetaceans that frequent these waters 
at this time of year. The relative abundance of common 
dolphins has dropped since 2004 and there are no 
winter estimates for harbour porpoise density. 

Sightings of fin whales and Risso’s dolphins in the 
area were repeatedly made in recent winters which 
indicates an important winter feeding ground for these 
species. Fewer sightings of bottlenose dolphins have 
been made in previous years and ongoing photo-ID 
studies will support the local population estimations for 
the area.

Methodology
Monitoring cetaceans can be financially costly and 
logistically complex. One possible approach is to 
regularly sample a network of fixed transects, which in 
particular can increase the confidence in any changes 
that are detected. The supply vessel Gry Maritha, 
owned by the Isles of Scilly Steamship Company, 
operates on a set route to the Scilly Isles and provides 
an opportunity to conduct fixed transects at low cost. 
While the survey transects are not randomly placed 
by the researcher, these routes are none-the-less 
randomly placed with respect to the distribution 
of cetaceans. The boat-based survey data will be 
collected via dedicated line-transect surveys using 
‘distance-sampling techniques’. A licence (issued by 

Channel. 
Photo-ID studies (comparing photos between years 

and to other areas) will allow us to study the migration 
patterns and winter residency of bottlenose dolphins, 
Risso’s dolphins and fin whales in these waters. The 
educational aspect of this project will aid a more 
systematic year-round data collection program by 
training volunteers and students.  Furthermore, year-
round data collection may shed light on the seasonal 
presence of cetaceans. 

Data collected during the study will be analysed 
with a view to producing scientific papers and will help 
management plans to effectively protect cetaceans in 
the study area. Our data has shown that the common 
dolphin population is becoming depleted and there is 
an urgent need of a more comprehensive and wide-
ranging assessment of bycatch, including statistically 
robust observer programs in both pelagic trawl and 
also gillnet fisheries.

Future Suggestions/Plans
We are initiating a year-round data collection program 
working closely with Marine Discovery and the Isle 
of Scilly’s Steamship Company who are both based 
in Penzance. The former run year-round wildlife trips 
along the Cornish Coast and the latter operates the 
summer Isles of Scilly ferry (MV Scillonian III). The 
data collected through this program will be analysed 
by the lead researcher and will greatly enhance our 
understanding of the year-round distribution patterns of 
cetaceans in this unique area.

A bottlenose dolphin calf riding the pressure wave at the bows of the research vessel.
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Two common dolphins accompany the world’s second largest animal, a fin whale, in 
waters off the south west coast of England.
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