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National Whale and Dolphin Watch 2018  

 

28 th  July ð 5th  August 

 

 1328 hours of observation  

 1626 sightings reported  

 7924 individual animals  

 13 different species  

 131 land watch sites  

 61 vessels 

 UK sightings rate of 1.22  

animals per hour of watching!  

 

Memorable sightings includeé humpback whales in Yorkshire and Aberdeenshire, striped 

dolphins live stranding in South Wales, Sowerbyõs beaked whale in East Lothian, fin whales 

in Northeast Scotland and Outer Hebrides, and large pods of short -beaked common dolphins 

off Puffin Island and Menai Bridge in North Wales .  

 



National Whale and Dolphin Watch 2018 Report Dec 2018 
 

2 
 

 
2018 marked the seventeenth year of Sea Watch Foundationõs National Whale and Dolphin 

Watch event. Sea Watch Foundation has monitored whales, dolphins and porpoises in British 

waters for over forty years with the help of volunteer observers all around th e country. For 

the past 16 years this has been spearheaded through an annual national recording event, 

the National Whale and Dolphin Watch (NWDW), which marks the long-lasting collaboration 

between citizen scientists, wildlife enthusiasts, the general public , and researchers alike. 

   

The aim of the survey has been to obtain a snapshot picture of the status and distribution 

of some of the species of cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) recorded in UK waters 

through systematic watches from both land and sea, and casual watches, whilst also raising 

public awareness of the wealth of marine mammals we have around our coasts.   

 

The use of ônon-scientific membersõ of the general public or ônon-specialist volunteersõ to 

collect data on cetaceans t o investigate their status, distribution, abundance and wellbeing 

has been pioneered in the UK by the Director of Sea Watch Foundation. This organisation, 

dedicated to marine research, conservation and education, established a nationwide citizen 

science project in the 1970s by creating a network of voluntary observers who report 

sightings of cetaceans from all around the UK, and whose help is vital to improve our 

knowledge of the health of the marine environment and its inhabitants.  Sea Watch 

Foundation encourages observations and recording throughout the year, but it is during the 

NWDW event that everyone is given a unique opportunity to collect a large amount of  

scientifically valuable data over a concentrated time period, and to learn from each other 

at publicised sites.  
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A selection of photographs from this yearõs event: (left to right, top to bottom): Bottlenose dolphins 

off Berwick-upon-Tweed, ©Amber Thomas /SWF. A Sea Watch Intern looking out for dolphins off New 

Quay wall, ©SWF. Bow-riding mother and calf short -beaked common dolphin off Newquay, Cornwall, 

©Peter Hazlehurst . Sea Watch Interns conducting a land  watch from New Quay harbour, Wales, 

©SWF.  Harbour porpoises leaping out of the water at Berry Head, ©Graham Collins. White -beaked 

dolphins photographed off North Blyth, ©Martin Kitching . Students from the University of Hull 

conducting a land  watch from Filey Brigg, ©University of Hull . Rhiannon Nicholson, Sea Watchõs 

National Whale and Dolphin Watch Assistant and other  Research Interns from period 3 conducting 

activities at New Quay Harbour, ©Lorna Scott. Front Cover image: ©Karen Dean.  

 

 

NWDW 2018 revealed striking biodiversity with an impressive thirteen species of cetaceans 

seen around the British Isles, a number which was only been recorded once before. The 
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total number of sightings collected was larger than last year , and the highest reported so 

far.  

 

This yearõs NWDW marks also the great collaborations with sixteen diffe rent conservation 

and recording organisations, including ORCA, MARINELife, Whale and Dolphin Conservation 

(WDC), and Hebridean Whale and Dolphin Trust (HWDT), which have contributed data 

collected from boats (inshore and offshore) and from land stations in different parts of  the 

UK.  

 

 

 

 
 

Volunteer Sea-watchers at Eyemouth Fort on August 5 th.  
Photo credit: Eyemouth Voluntary Marine Reserve  

 

 

Volunteer Sea-watchers looking out into  Wembury Bay on August 4th.  
Photo credit: Wembury Marine Centre  
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Effort  

 

During the 2018 NWDW, 358 volunteer observers all over the UK spent a total of 1 ,328 hours 

collecting effort -related data (including information on environmental parameters collected 

at regular intervals throughout each watch) stationed at 131 land watch sites and on 61 

vessels around the Brit ish Isles (Fig.1). An additional 163 observ ers reported casual sightings 

both from land and at sea. A further  1,186 unnamed individuals were recorded attending 

the NWDW event, whilst  many more people in reality m ay well  have attended but not be en 

counted.  

 

  
 

Figure 1 . Watch locations for NWDW 2018 (n=192).  
Blue are locations of boat watches, green of land watches   
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The 2018 event totalled 1 ,328 hours of watches conducted, over 100 hours more than in  

2016. Over forty -three percent of the total amount of hours spent collecting effort -related 

data came from land -based locations. Around 370 hours were spent conducting offshore 

boat trips by volunteers during ORCAõs Ocean Watch event which was arranged to coincide 

with the NWDW. Dolphin Spotting Boat Trips, a Recommended Boat Operator based in New 

Quay, spent a total of 66 hours conducting commercial dolphin watching tours, while HWDT, 

a regional charity operating in the Inner and Outer Hebrides spent 64 h ours of effort time 

conducting boat trips.  

 

With regards to the amo unt of effort hours spent collecting data in each region around the 

country, this varied widely, and was strongly linked to observer numbers,  the presence of a 

regional coordinator as well  as links with other organisations , which together produced the 

highest levels of effort data collection (Fig 2.).  

 

 

 

Figure 2 . Number of hours of effort -related data collected by region  
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Figure 3.  Proportion of sightings per species reported from land, boats (motorised and non -

motorised), other (e.g. helicopter, and rig) and unknown platforms  

 

Forty-seven percent of all sightings was recorded from the land during the 2018 event. The 

type pf platfor m from which whales and dolphins were sighted varied according to each 

speciesõ distribution and habitat use (Fig.3). Species such as harbour porpoise, bottlenose 

dolphin, and minke whale have a widespread coastal distribution and , as the results show, 

most of their sightings were recorded from land. Short -beaked common dolphins, an ocean 

species known for their offshore distribution , were mainly sighted from motorised vessels.  

Striped dolphins, which were only recorded once were also sighted from a vessel.  Atlantic 

white -sided dolphins were sighted six times , and, unusually,  83% of those times it was from 

land.   

 

Weather  

 

The ability to detect cetaceans and collect sightings  information  is strongly affected by 

several weather parameters such as sea state, glare, swell height and visibility. When the 

weather deteriorates due to strong winds and /or  heavy rain, watches may even be cancelled 

altogether as conditions are no longer suitable  to collect presence and absence data. Taking 

this into account, every year , NWDW is organized over a period of  nine days to increase the 

chances of getting favourable weather conditions to conduct l and and boat watches at 

different sites around the UK. This year, weather was changeable, with temperatures 

generally well above average. A summary of the weather conditions and daily sighting maps 

are provided in Appendices 1 and 2.  

 


