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National Whale and Dolphin Watch 2021  

 

24th  July ð 1st August 

 1,415  hours of observation  

 1,630  sightings reported  

 9,154  individual animals  

 11 different cetacean species 

 6 different non -cetacean species  

 286 land watch sites  

 87 vessels 

 UK sightings ra te of 0.69 animals 

per hour of watching  

 

Memorable sightings includeé Humpback whales off Shetland and Inverness-shire; 

Atlantic wh ite -sided dolphins off Shetland;  Sowerbyõs beaked whales off the Firth of 

Forth, Fife ; and striped dolphins off Queensferry,  Lothian.  
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2021 marked the twentieth  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 the 

country. For the past 1 9 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 ge neral 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 wat ches from both land and sea, as well as 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 cetace ans to 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 scien ce 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.  

 

 

 
Harbour porpoises photographed off Point Lynas, Anglesey, on July 27st.  

Photo credit: George Boyer.  
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A selection of photographs from this yearõs event: (left to right, top to bottom): Young Sea Watch 

volunteer s looking out for  cetaceans off Meikle Ross, Dumfries and Galloway, ©Colin Rienewerf . 

Sea Watch volunteer  and her below dog are l and-watching at  Cardigan Park, Ceredigion, ©Angharad 

Carrington -Edmunds. Observer volunteers involved in a land-watch at Clachtoll Beach , Sutherland 

©Andy Summers/High Life Highland Rangers.  Front cover photo:  ©Emily Babbage.    

 

 

NWDW 2021 recorded eleven species of cetaceans, two of pinnipeds and four  of non-

cetacean species seen around the British Isles, which is higher than the number of speci es 

recorded last year but pretty solid considering the covid -19 restrictions whi ch were set in 

place this year and the spell of bad weather which hit part of the country during the 

week. 

 

This yearõs NWDW marks also the great collaborations with fifty -one different conservation 

and recording organisations (a full list is provided in the acknowledgement s section), 

including the Hebridean Whale and Dolphin Trust (HWDT), Yorkshire Wildlife Trust, 

MARINELife, Whale and Dolphin Conservation (WDC), and Manx Whale and Dolphin Watch, 

who have contributed data collected from boats (inshore and offshore) , and from land 

stations in different parts of  the UK.   
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Effort  

 

During the 2021 NWDW, 1,454 volunteer observers all over the UK spent a total of 1 ,415 

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

collected at regular intervals throug hout each watch) stationed a t 286 land watch sites 

and on 87 vessels around the Brit ish Isles (Fig.1). An additional 207 observers reported 

casual sightings both from land and at sea.  

 

  
 

Figure 1 . Watch locations for NWDW 2021 (n=286).  

Blue are locations of boat watches, green are  land watches.  

 

 

The 2021 event totalled 1 ,415 hours of watches conducted, over 500 hours less than in  

2020. Around eight  percent of the total amount of hours spent collecting effort -related 

data came from land -based locations. Considering the hours spent conducting boat trips , 

John OõGroats Ferry out of John OõGroats, Caithness (47 hours), AK Wildlife Cruises based 

in Falmouth, Cornwall (43  hours), Marine Discovery Penzance based in Penzance, Cornwall 

(37 hrs), New Quay Boat Trips based in New Quay, Ceredigion (20 hours), Pelican of 
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London based in London (15 hours), spent the highest number  of hours conducting boat 

trips during the event.  

 

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 o f 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 (moto rised and non-

motorised), other (e.g. aerial ), and unknown platforms  

 

Fifty -one percent of all sightings were  recorded from the land, and thirty -five were from 

various types of platforms at sea  (motorized/non -motorized vessels). The type of platform 

from w hich particular whales and dolphins were sighted varied according to each speciesõ 

distribution and habitat use (Fig.3).  

 

Weather  

 

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

several weather parameters such as sea state, swell height , glare  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 accoun t, every year NWDW is organized over a period of  nine days to 

increase the chances of getting favourable weather conditions to conduct land and boat 

watches at different sites around the UK. This year, weather was very changeable, with 

rain and wind  on and off throughout the event . A summary of the weather conditions and 

daily sighting maps are provided in Appendices 1 and 2.  
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Sightings 

 

1,630 sightings of cetaceans totalling 9,154 individual anima ls were reported during NWDW 

2021 (Fig.4). This number of si ghtings is higher than the numbers  recorded in 2020 but 

lower than some previous years. However, circumstances this year differ ed from those of 

previous years that  this event has been run. Eleven different cetacean species and six non-

cetacean species were recorded around the UK, a number previously recorded  only in 2014 

and 2017. The lowest number  of species (eight in total) was recorded in 2007, and the 

highest (13 species) in 2015.  

 

 
 

Figure 4 . Sightings of cetaceans during NWDW 2021 (n=1,630) 
 

With re gards to the distribution of cetacean sightings around the UK, this also depends on 

various factors:  the effort spent by each observer, the species distribution , and their 

sightability (how easily the animals can be detected). Scotland recorded the highest  

number of sightings (n=766, 46.99% of all the records), closely followed by England with 

594 sightings (36.44% of total records), then Wales with 261 sightings (16.01% of total 

sightings records). Nine sighting were recorded in Northern Ireland (0. 55%). 
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Figure 5 .  Number of sightings (casual and effort -related) and sp ecies per region during NWDW 2021 

 

Inner Hebrides and SW Scotland (n=249), NW Scotland (n=167), Outer Hebrides (n=113) and 

North Grampian (n=64) were the top four  regions with the highest number of sightings in 

Scotland. In England, the regions with the highest number of sightings were Cornwall 

(n=171), NE England (n=83), South Devon (n=72), and North Yorkshire (n=66). In Wales, the 

highest number of sightings was collected on the West coast (n=149).   

 

The proportion of òcasualó sightings (without associated effort data) and òeffort-relatedó 

sightings has changed since last year, with the amount of effort data much larger (71.53%) 

compared with casual sightings (28.47%; Fig.  6).   

 

Figure 6 . Proportion of effort related sightings (n= 1,166; 71.53%) and effort  sightings (n=464; 
28.47%) recorded during NWDW 2021.  
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Figure 7 shows that East Kent and NW Scotland are at the top of the list with sighting rates 

greater than 2  (indicating an average of  two or more cetaceans seen per hour of 

watching) . North Wales, South Grampian, Outer Hebrides, West Wales, and Cumbria all  

recorded sighting rates greater than 1 . Based on this yearõs results, the UKõs national 

average sightings rate shows a marginal increase compared to last year (2020: average 

sightings rate = 0.59).  

 

 
 

Figure 7 . Sighting rates per region during NWDW 2021. The overall average UK sighting rate 0 .69 

sightings per hour  

 

 

 

Harbour Porpoise  

 

  
Harbour porpoises photographed off Point Lyn as, Anglesey, on July 31st.  

Photo credit: Ben Murcott .   
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