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One NE Atlantic Management /MSFD Assessment Unit -
ICES WGMME (2014)



MU Abundance – 172,920 D. delphis

Common dolphin 

(Coda 2009 -

Coda survey July 2007)

Common dolphin 

(Hammond et al.  2013 –

SCANS II survey July 2005)

56,221 (CV=0.23)116,709 (CV=0.34)



SCANS III July 2016

>467,673 common dolphins

CV = 0.264  

(Hammond et al. 2017)

Irish ObSERVE project 

~ 33,215 possible common 

dolphins (Rogan et al. 2018)



CODA SURVEY



NASS E 95

NASS W 95

Canadas et al. (2009)

Abundance CV

West block 273,159 0.26

East block 77,547*

*not considered reliable



NASS E 95

NASS W 95

Canadas et al. (2009)

Abundance CV

West block 273,159 0.26

East block 77,547*

*not considered reliable

Lawson et al. (2009) 

TNASS survey 2009



Lawson et al. (2009) 

TNASS survey 2009

IWC Sub-Committee on Small 

Cetaceans (2009) identified several 

potential reasons for the observed 

changes in density/distribution,

Including;

(1) differences in sighting conditions

(e.g. sea state); 

(2) uncertain species identification (as 

other dolphin species were sighted);

(3) a true reduction in common dolphin 

density;

(4) ship effect and 

(5) interannual distributional

shifts. 

Due to poor weather conditions during 

T-NASS 2007, some of the planned 

survey tracks were not covered.



T-NASS 2015



• Gillnets 

• Pelagic trawls

• Purse and beach seine nets

• Long-lines 

Fishing gear of concern



2317



Minimum annual bycatch estimates 
(see Table 3, Murphy et al. 2013)

90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99

Total 243 390 608 1581 2004 666 546 947 1706 2101

00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09

Total 1589 584 432 737 439 392 755 492 1137 2317

Murphy et al. (2013) The short-beaked common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) in the North-eastern Atlantic: distribution, 

ecology, management and conservation status. In: Oceanography and Marine Biology: An Annual Review, Volume 51: 193. 

Only a min estimate - lack of sampling in some fisheries and limited in others

Driftnet ban



European - tuna driftnets in NE Atlantic

1990-2000 Estimate (95% CI)

Blue shark 778,452 (622,520–934,384)

Common dolphin 11,723 (7670–15,776)

Striped dolphin 12,635 (10,009–15,261) 



European - tuna driftnets in NE Atlantic

• High tendency for common 
dolphin calves to become 
entangled in driftnets

• Comprised 37% (≤ 1 year old) of 
the aged common dolphin by-
catch sample 

• Common dolphins ≤ 2 years 
and/or ≤ 165 cm comprised 
51.2% of the whole common 
dolphin sample

Murphy & Rogan (2006)



European - tuna driftnets in NE Atlantic



European – Irish tuna pelagic trawls

The observed position of mid-

water paired trawl albacore 

fishing positions in late

summer (July to October) 

1998, 1999, 2002 and 2003 

(BIM 2005)

The observed positions of dolphin 

bycatch in relation to the 1000m 

depth contour in

late summer (July to October) 

1998, 1999, 2002 and 2003 

(BIM 2005)



European – Irish tuna pelagic trawls

Observed data, not extrapolated

No cetacean bycatch 

observed  since 2005 
(Murphy et al. 2013)

- Possible due to more 

powerful sonar

- Cessation of fishing 

activities when dolphins 

were near

- Extinguishing stern lights 

while towing at night

- Lowering the trawl 

headline to several 

meters below the surface 



PETRACET project (2003-2005)
Factors influencing incidental capture in UK and French bass 
pelagic trawl fisheries

Stepwise model

Batch ~ Month + Towing speed + Start Hour + Area + 

Water Depth + Year

But only explains 32% of the deviation (d.f.= 30)

No sign. effect: Tow duration, day/night variable, distance between vessels, sea 

state, degree of fish conc. 

Observed bycatch events were clumped in both space and time

75 dolphins recorded in 13 tows of the French component of the sea bass 

fishery, of which 8 were recorded in a relatively small area off Brittany



Individuals caught in bass nets
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(Murphy et al., 2007)



Bycaught D. Delphis – UK fisheries & strandings

Strandings data –

dolphins diagnosed 

as bycatch:

- peak in the 3-year old 
age class
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(Murphy et al., 2007)



• In 2016, ICES advised the European Commission that bycatches of common 

dolphins may be unsustainable – based on SCANS II & CODA abundance estimate 

and a review of national reports for the years 2009-2013

• There was uncertainty in the assessment however, due to ambiguities in recording 

fishing effort, unrepresentative sampling by gear type, and a lack of statutory 

reporting from some major fishing nations (ICES Advice, 2016)

WGBYC - Review of national reports for the years 2009-2013



ICES WGBYC 2015

Bycatch rates = total number of observed specimens/total 

number of observed days in each stratum 



ICES WGBYC 2015 report – review of 812/2004 reports

GILLNET FISHERIES

1) North Sea ICES areas IV a-c was pooled to one single IV 

subarea 

2) ICES areas VIII a-b, VIII d1-d2, VIII e1-e2 were aggregated 

to subarea VIII - Bay of Biscay region of the North 

Atlantic (VIII) 

3) Subdivisions 22-32 in the Baltic Sea were aggregated



ICES Advice (2018)
• Total bycatch in mid‐water trawls and in nets in 

subareas 27.7 and 27.8 (southern part of Celtic 

Seas area and in the Bay of Biscay) for the year 

2016 was (likely) between 153 and 904 and 

between 1607 and 4355 individuals, respectively. 

• Combined, these figures represent approx. 0.5% 

and 1.6% of the common dolphins present in the 

two subareas. The upper estimate for subarea 27.8 

(2.0%) exceeds the threshold of 1.7% of 

abundance.  

• ICES evaluation and external assessments of the 

numbers of bycaught dolphins recorded on the 

shores of the Bay of Biscay indicate that a dedicated 

bycatch observer programme and bycatch mitigation 

is required for relevant fisheries in this area.



Interannual variation in stranding 

rates

In February 2017, over 200 dolphins, mainly common dolphins, stranded in France. Of 68 

animals examined in detail, 85% showed evidence of damage caused by incidental 

capture in fishing gears (ICES WGMME 2017; Murphy et al in press)



Cause of death for common dolphins necropsied by the UK Cetacean Strandings 

Investigation Programme (n = 542, 1990–2010). 

Data for 2008 include 26 common dolphins that died during a mass stranding

event in Cornwall (Murphy et al. 2013).



Seasonal Movements in the NE Atlantic 
(ICES WGMME, 2005; Atlas of Cetaceans data/JCP)

May - Oct Nov - Apr

Data obtained 1979-1998

• Summertime (July to October) aggregations were larger in the northern Bay of Biscay, 

primarily along the shelf slope, than in the western English Channel (Kiszka et al. 

2007; 1998-2002). 

• May be related to the distribution of their preferred prey species in this area, Sardina 

pilchardus and Trachurus trachurus (Meynier 2004, Kiszka et al. 2007, Certain et al. 

2011).



Predicted density maps of common dolphin abundance for the NW European region based on 32 years 
of data (1985-2017).

Source: PGH Evans & JJ Waggitt, Marine Ecosystems Research Programme



Risk Mapping: 
Common Dolphins 

& Trawling

• Channel Western Approaches
• Northern Bay of Biscay 
• Northwest Spain

Main Risk Areas



Risk Mapping: 
Common Dolphins 

&  Gillnetting

• Southwest of Ireland
• Northern Bay of Biscay
• Northwest Spain

Main Risk Areas


