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Voluntary National Cetacean Conservation Report of 2008 

 
National Governmental Authority Submitting the Report:  

Marine and Freshwater Biodiversity Division, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra)  
Area 2D, Nobel House, 17 Smith Square, London, United Kingdom, SW1A 3JR  

Tel: +00 44 (0)20 7238 4392 Fax: +00 44 (0)20 7238 4699  
 
 
Update to Voluntary National Cetacean Conservation Report of 2006 (ref: IWC/58/CC 9) and 2007 (ref: 
IWC/59/CC 17) 
 
 
 
1. Legal Developments (laws, regulations and other regulatory measures related to cetaceans)  
 
1.4 Implementation of guidelines, new legislation to reduce disturbance 
 
During 2007 the UK developed guidelines to help users understand the legal requirements under the European 
Union Habitats Directive in relation to the disturbance of cetaceans. In 2008, these will be subject to a 12 week 
period of public consultation. 
 
1.4a Protected areas for small cetaceans 
 
Measures taken to identify, implement and manage protected areas 
 
In the UK, the Habitats Directive was initially interpreted as applying to territorial waters out to 12 nautical miles 
offshore. However, the UK Government has accepted that it should apply to marine waters out to 200 nautical miles 
of the territorial baselines and to seabed areas claimed under continental shelf extensions. 
 
During 2007, the UK Government introduced full implementing legislation for the marine area. As part of this, the 
importance for cetaceans of proposed offshore Natura 2000 sites (Natura sites are a series of European protected 
areas) is being assessed.  
 
The Countryside Council for Wales (CCW) has contracted Sea Watch Foundation to monitor the bottlenose dolphins 
within the Cardigan Bay and Pen Llyn ar Sarnau Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) between 2004 and 2007 
(Pesante et al., 2008). Results from an analysis of pooled data for 2001-07 revealed that the population is best 
described as open and is probably drawn from a much larger one, encompassing part if not all of the Irish Sea.   
 
Marine Awareness North Wales (grant-aided by CCW from 2006-2009) undertake land and boat based visual 
surveys of harbour porpoise with the aim of identifying possible SAC sites for this species in Welsh waters. 
Additionally, CCW have grant-aided the Whale and Dolphin Cetacean Society to survey of Risso’s dolphins and 
harbour porpoises in north Cardigan Bay and including Pen Llyn ar Sarnau SAC, 2005-2007.  A conservation plan 
for Risso’s dolphins will be produced and harbour porpoise data will support selection of SACs for this species. 
 
 
2. Information on Whalewatching Operations (scale, species/populations and relevant management issues) 
 
2.1b Scottish Marine Wildlife Watching Code 
 
Under the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004, Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) was given the responsibility 
of producing a Scottish Marine Wildlife Watching Code, which will help to protect and promote enjoyment and to 
raise awareness about how best to watch marine wildlife with minimal disturbance. The Code, which was produced 
in association with a range of marine interest groups, was launched on 27 November 2006 by the then Deputy 
Environment Minister Rhona Brankin at the Moray Firth Wildlife Centre in Spey Bay. Following the launch, copies 
of the Code booklet were sent out to all listed wildlife tour operators and other relevant stakeholders. 
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The Code is now undergoing a phase of promotion and awareness-raising amongst the wider public.  This has 
involved the publication of articles in newsletters and journals, dissemination of information leaflets through ranger 
services, coastal nature reserves and SNH area offices, and promotion at public events such as wildlife festivals, 
workshops and symposia. This work will continue throughout the coming years. In addition, SNH has supported 
training courses for tour boat skippers through the Wildlife Safe (WiSe) accreditation scheme. The courses are a 
very successful outcome of collaboration between SNH, WiSe and Wild Scotland, and include presentations by 
SNH about the new Code. It is planned that more of these courses will be held in the future. 
 
 
3. Current Government Programs related to Cetacean Conservation 
 
3.1b The Final Report estimating the abundance of Small Cetaceans in the European Atlantic and North Sea 
(SCANS II) has recently been submitted.  In 2007 the UK organised and participated in CODA which aimed to 
assess the distribution and abundance of cetaceans, particularly common dolphins, in deepwater areas in the west of 
the extended Agreement on the Conservation of Small Cetaceans of the Baltic and North Seas (ASCOBANS) area.  
 
The UK is developing a surveillance strategy as part of the requirements of the Habitats Directive. In conjunction 
with this, two contracts have been funded by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC): 
 
the Seawatch Foundation collated information on regular sightings surveys undertaken by UK NGOs and provided a 
case study of work undertaken in Cardigan Bay, Wales. 
 
the Atlantic Research Coalition (ARC) assessed the contribution that visual surveys using ferries as platforms of 
opportunity could make to annual distribution and abundance estimates. 
 
A variety of academic institutions and NGOs undertake work on abundance and distribution of cetaceans in UK 
waters. These include: 
 

• University of Aberdeen Lighthouse field station conduct boat-based photo-ID surveys in northeast Scotland 
for bottlenose dolphins as well as land-based visual and acoustic surveys of behavior and distribution of 
Tursiops and harbour porpoises in the Moray Firth. 

 
• Collaboration between Aberdeen University, SAMS and SMRU began in 2006 on a project examining the 

distribution and abundance of bottlenose dolphins in Scottish coastal waters. Using photo-ID techniques, 
the project builds on previous work in the Moray Firth to assess the distribution, abundance and stock 
structure of bottlenose dolphins around Scotland. 

 
• The Cetacean Research and Rescue Unit conducting systematic line-transect surveys along 82km stretch of 

coastline in the southern Moray Firth, carried out annually between May and October, aimed mainly at 
minke whales but recording all cetaceans. 

 
• Hebridean Whale and Dolphin Trusts in collaboration with SMRU and SNH carry out annual visual and 

passive acoustic surveys in the Inner and Outer Hebrides for harbour porpoise. 
 

• CCW has grant-aided common dolphin surveys in the Celtic Deep and St Georges Channel from 2004 to 
2007 in order to gain abundance estimates and helps understand the importance of the area for this species.  
Information derived from acoustic monitoring using towed hydrophones shows significantly lower whistle 
parameters for Celtic Sea common dolphins than those in the English Channel. This suggests that either 
they represent two distinct populations or that dolphins in the Channel may have shifted their whistle 
frequencies upward to avoid masking by traffic noise. 

 
3.1c Scottish Government funded project – An investigation into entanglement of minke whales 
 
The Scottish Government recently commissioned a two year study to investigating the occurrence and causes of 
entanglement of minke whales in Scottish waters. The project which is being undertaken by the Sea Mammal 
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Research Unit (SMRU), in collaboration with the Scottish Agricultural College (SAC) and the Hebridean Whale and 
Dolphin Trust (HWDT) will provide data on specific areas of the Scottish coast which have high levels of co-
occurrence between fisheries and minke whales, and where appropriate suggest workable recommendations for 
mitigation.  The research project will report in May 2009. 
 
 
4. Current threats to Cetacean Conservation and Management Measures Taken/Proposed 
 
4.5 Investigations of methods to reduce by-catch 
 
Bycatch monitoring was undertaken to meet the requirements of EU Council Regulation 812/2004 and the Habitats 
Directive (92/43/EC) 
 
4.5a Implementation of methods to reduce by-catch 
 
The UK Department for the Environment Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) are continuing to fund research on acoustic 
deterrents or ‘pingers’, designed to prevent cetacean entanglement with fishing gear. Recent research is looking at 
the effects of a louder pinger (which will hopefully reduce deployment problems and cost) on porpoise and dolphin 
distribution. The results of this initial study will become available in 2008. Depending on the results, industry trails 
will commence in 2008. 
 
Defra have also funded the Sea Mammal Research Unit (SMRU) to investigate the effectiveness of exclusion grids 
in the bass pair-trawl fishery. However, in 2007 fishing by the UK fleet was very limited with only 1 UK vessel 
operating. Consequently progress in this area has been limited. 
 
4.5b Reduction of disturbance to cetaceans 
 
SMRU continued to monitor the effects of a tidal turbine on harbour porpoises in Strangford Lough, Northern 
Ireland.  
 
The UK Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform (BERR) are currently compiling data on 
seismic and explosive use in UK waters for 2006 and 2007 (to continue the data series from earlier years).  
 
In Wales, the Ceredigion County Council continues to study cetacean site use and boat traffic along the Marine 
Heritage Coast and Cardigan Bay Special Area of Conservation.  
 
 
5. Reporting Systems for Cetacean Injuries/Mortality/Strandings 
 
5.1b During 2007, under the Defra, Scottish Executive (SE) and Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) funded UK 
Cetacean Strandings Project (UK CSIP), a total of 554 cetacean strandings comprising 17 species were reported to 
the Natural History Museum (NHM) from England, Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland, the Isle of Man and the 
Bailiwick of Jersey. All UK cetacean strandings (together with by-caught cetaceans and those seen floating dead at 
sea) continue to be recorded on the NHM’s National Cetacean Strandings database. 
 
As part of this research the Institute of Zoology (IOZ) and the Scottish Agricultural College continue to investigate 
diseases and causes of death in UK stranded cetaceans. 95 post mortems were undertaken in 2007. Pathological, 
other data and tissue samples from these investigations continue to be archived centrally in the Poseidon database 
and tissue archives held jointly at the IOZ, SAC and the Natural History Museum.  
 
The annual report for 2007 strandings and post mortems is currently being complied and will be available later in 
2008 on the Defra web site (www.defra.gov.uk). 
 
SMRU, in collaboration with IoZ and UK CSIP, has continued to section, stain and read teeth from porpoises and 
dolphins stranded and bycaught in the UK with the aim of establishing ages at death of the animals concerned. In 
addition to this, stomach contents of porpoises and dolphins have, where feasible, been quantified by prey species, 
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and the reproductive status of female common dolphins has also been examined in order to address possible changes 
in pregnancy rates over a 15 year period.  Work on all of these topics relating to small cetacean life history is 
ongoing. 
 
The UK governments is funding the development of a centralised and integrated database to provide information on 
both strandings data and post-mortem data, with access for entry and update of data via a web access point.  It is 
intended that this will provide dissemination of strandings data via the National Biodiversity Network (NBN) 
Gateway.  This would feed into a dedicated UK Strandings Scheme website with:  
 

• A short outline of the UK Strandings Scheme;  
• Contact details for reporting of stranded animals;  
• Species ID chart etc to aid data quality and collection;  
• Information on recent strandings of interest, cause of death category definitions etc;  
• Email updates through contact address for more information etc for researchers etc 

 
Benefits of this development would include a dedicated database to allow records to be easily drawn together and 
interpreted and should allow faster response times to interpretation of data when requests made from Government, 
together with regular updates to an external GIS application for public viewing. 

 
5.1c Research on the effects of pollutants on cetacean health 
 
In 2007, tissue samples were collected by IOZ and SAC from 95 UK-stranded cetaceans as part of the UK CSIP.  
 
A long-term dataset developed jointly by IoZ, SAC and the Centre for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Science (CEFAS) since 1989 contains pathology and toxicology data for over 600 UK-stranded cetaceans (mainly 
harbour porpoises). Work has continued on a case-control epidemiological study involving statistical analyses of 
UK-stranded harbour porpoises. 
 
5.2b Between 13th January and 16th April 2008, strandings of 14 Cuvier’s beaked whales (Ziphius cavirostris), five 
Sowerby’s beaked whales (Mesoplodon bidens), four unidentified beaked whales and 22 pilot whales (Globicephala 
melas) were reported to stranding networks in Scotland, Ireland and Wales. Concerns that an unusual mortality 
event had taken place prompted detailed investigations. Preliminary findings and some hypotheses for causes of 
death are to be presented in a paper submitted to the IWC’s Scientific Committee at IWC 60.  
 


