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Involving the General Public



….. and other Marine Users 



Observer Network around the 
British Isles

• UK split into 35 regional groups

• Regional Coordinator (voluntary) 
for each region, experienced 
cetacean observer 

• Organise watches

• Collate data

• Recruit observers

• Represent SWF

• c. 4,000 observers

• Sightings from 1960-present

• >250,000 effort records

• 135,000 effort-based sightings

• >200,000 casual sightings 





Photos from
the Public in the 2020s

White-beaked dolphin

Ⓒ Jo Richardson

Common dolphin

Ⓒ Vicki Hall

Killer whale tossing Porpoise Risso’s dolphin

Ⓒ Ian JonesⒸ Steve Truluck 



www.seawatchfoundation.org.uk/recentsightings/

Reporting Sightings: via Sea Watch website



Sea Watcher App
 App developed by Imardis group at 

Bangor University

 Written in Dart and Flutter SDK for  
Android and iOS

 First released in 2020

 Resources:
 Species fact sheets, Video guides, Codes 

of conduct, Abundance maps etc

 Casual sightings – citizen science

 Surveys – effort-based observations



Data Processing
 Data is stored on the cloud (AWS)

 Monthly reports → Sea Watch Foundation staff



Sightings Data
 Users: ~2000 downloads, ~600 observers

 Sightings: ~7,000

 Surveys:
Sea: 950, Land: 957, Walking: 238

 Species (listed in order of abundance):
 Common (>200 sightings):

 Harbour porpoise, Common dolphin, Bottlenose 
dolphin, Grey seal, Minke whale, Risso’s dolphin, 

  Less common (20-200 sightings):
Harbour seal, Killer whale, Basking shark, White-beaked 
dolphin, Humpback whale, Ocean sunfish, Atlantic 
white-sided dolphin, 

 Uncommon (<20 sightings):
Fin whale, Sei whale, Long-finned pilot whale, 
Leatherback turtle, Striped dolphin, Sperm whale, 
Cuvier’s beaked whale, Sowerby’s beaked whale, North 
Atlantic right whale, Northern bottlenose dolphin



Lessons Learned & Future Development
 App Improvements (v2.x)

 Effort-based observations are very important
→ App improved to better capture effort data

 Long-winded input process:
 Good for inexperienced observers 
 Not so good for experienced marine observers 

→ Survey form improved for experienced users

 Funding: DTO-BioFlow
 Biodiversity Data → European Digital Twin Ocean  



a) Bathymetry

b) Seabed 
Substrate Type

Sea Watcher App Sightings Data in relation to  Physical & Oceanographic Features

c) Sea Surface 
Temperature

d) Primary 
Productivity



a) Vessel Traffic

b) Subsurface Area swept by Fishing Vessels

Sea Watcher App Sightings Data Overlays with Data on Human Activities

c) Marine Protected Areas



SUMMARY OF UK LAND WATCH DATA & ANALYSIS 

• >145,000 effort records

• c. 84,000 hours of effort

• 50-year time period: 1965-2014

• Number of sites: 732

• c. 20,000 harbour porpoise records

• c. 27,000 bottlenose dolphin records

• Presence, sighting and count rates calculated 

for each site, for both species

• Results summarised by site and by day (to 

eliminate within-day autocorrelation)

• GAMs & GAMMs run (the latter to quantify 

any effect of autocorrelation between 

consecutive days of observation)

• GAMs with a site x year interaction to reveal 

interannual changes in distribution 

Point Lynas, Anglesey

Lundy Island, Devon

Source: Evans et al., 2015



LAND WATCH EFFORT BY ICES GRID CELL

• good overall coverage except SE England, W Scotland & Borders

Source: Evans et al., 2015



a) Bottlenose Dolphin

b) Harbour Porpoise

• Little change between 1995 and 
2005
• General increase between 2006 
and 2014

• General increase between early 
1990s and 2010 
• Peaks around 2001-02 and 2008-
09
• Lows around 1992 & 2005

LONG-TERM TRENDS IN OVERALL PRESENCE OF
BOTTLENOSE DOLPHIN & HARBOUR PORPOISE



Line transect surveys in Cardigan Bay and Anglesey



Voldemort

Adult Male
First seen June 2003  

Movements of individual 
bottlenose dolphins through photo ID

Chris

Adult Female
Seen Oct 1990 – July 2015
3 calves (2001, 2004, 2010)   



Thank you
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