
THE SMALLEST CETACEAN SPECIES IN OUR GREATEST NATURAL AREA, THE NORTH SEA



At around 8.45 a.m. a call comes in to the rehabilita-
tion centre of the SOS Dolfijn Foundation that a live 
stranded harbour porpoise has been found at Hook 
of Holland. The dolphin ambulance leaves imme-
diately. During the afternoon the harbour porpoise, 
Jerry, arrives safely at our rehabilitation centre in 
Harderwijk. He undergoes an initial inspection. 
Jerry will be supported with swimming over the 
next few days. He will also be given fluids to nurse 
his body and regain strength. If this treatment is 
successful, within a few days we will be able to give 
a prognosis about his recovery.

Counts of harbour porpoises in 
the Oosterschelde by the Rugvin 
Foundation has revealed that a small 
population has established itself 
there. How is a harbour porpoise 
count done? A minimum of 8 – 10 
boats sail parallel in a line and search 
the area thoroughly. In calm weather 
conditions, no harbour porpoise can 
escape the researchers’ attention.

Despite the fact that harbour 
porpoises are listed as a protected 
species, they still face many threats. 
Every year thousands of harbour por-
poises strand on the coasts of North 
Sea countries. According to the EU’s 
Habitat Directives and the Neth-
erlands’ Flora and Fauna Law, the 
European and Dutch governments 
are obliged to protect the harbour 
porpoise.

LENGTH female ± 1,60 m
 male ± 1,45 m
WEIGHT female ± 60 kg 
 man ± 50 kg
AGE  +/- 10 years, oldest 

Harbour Porpoise  
25 years

GROUP SIZE  1-10
FOOD  Fish, such as herring, 

sprat and cod, and 
squid.

It is an unpleasant sight, a dead harbour porpoise on the beach. There are 
several causes for the stranding of dead harbour porpoises.

BYCATCH
Every year approximately 7,000 
harbour porpoises become entan-
gled in fishing nets and drown.

POLLUTION 
Chemical waste causes diseases 
and often results in death. Floating 
pieces of garbage results in wounds 
to the animals or entanglement, 
and eventually death.

UNDERWATER NOISE
Noise comes from various sources. 
Hundreds of ships sail the North 
Sea daily; piles are driven into the 
sea bed to build wind farms at 
sea; and, the noise of drilling at 
oil platforms. The cacophony of 
underwater noise is a major threat 
to the harbour porpoise, given its 
sensitive ears.



Sailors or walkers regularly post messages 
on www.noordzee.nl/melding if they have 
spotted a harbour porpoise:

DUCO VAN KEIMPEMA:
“A harbour porpoise swam 
next to my boat for more than 
half an hour. It was bow riding 
all the way from Brouwershav-
en to Bruinisse. Awesome!!”

JOUKE ALTENBURG:
“Two harbour porpoises swam in front 
of the sandbanks, near beach marker 7. I watched 
them for an hour through my telescope. The sea was 
flat, so the dorsal fin could be spotted easily.”

TIMO LEEMANS:
“On the 22nd of May I saw the 
remains of a stranded dead har-
bour porpoise in a fishing net, on 
the beach near Oostvoorne.”

DUTCH WATERS: 

Research is a time consuming business. It involves 
searching for harbour porpoises through binoculars 
for hours. There is a much higher chance of spotting 
a harbour porpoise when you can do it from the 
high bridge of the Stena Line ferry. Since 2005 two 
researchers join the ferry between Hook of Hol-
land and Harwich every month. They record all the 
cetacean species they encounter at sea. This research 
in alliance with the Atlantic Research Coalition gives 
us a clear overview of the species which appear in 
the North Sea. In 2010 a record number of harbour 
porpoises was spotted: 316 animals in only two days.
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Be it the harbour porpoise or minke whale, 
the Rugvin Foundation knows the species 
that inhabit the North Sea. Rugvin has moni-
tored the occurrence of cetacean species in 
the North Sea between Hook of Holland and 
Harwich (UK) and in the Oosterschelde since 
2005. It is informing the public about its 
findings through different communication 
channels. ‘Rugvin’ means dorsal fin.

www.rugvin.nl

A harbour porpoise stranded alive? SOS 
Dolfijn will jump to action! Sick, injured 
or orphaned animals are given a chance to 
recover at the rehabilitation centre of this 
organisation before being returned to sea. 
The centre is a place for the public to learn 
everything about harbour porpoises. The 
centre also carries out research on hearing 
and diseases in harbour porpoises.

www.sosdolfijn.nl

The North Sea Foundation is a nature and 
environmental organisation dedicated to the 
sustainable use of the North Sea. A clean 
and healthy sea full of fish, birds, dolphins 
and other life - this is our dream. The North 
Sea Foundation lobbies government in The 
Hague for the protection of harbour por-
poises and plays a key role in connecting the 
stakeholders.

www.noordzee.nl/bruinvis

 
 

A small, black fin breaks through the water 
in the Oosterschelde. An even smaller fin 
follows quickly. One second above the water, 
the next second gone. This scene repeats 
itself a couple of times, after which they dis-
appear underwater for a while, leaving only 
the ‘footprints’ of the animals. Where will 
the mother-calf pair turn op again?

A unique species lives in Dutch waters: the 
harbour porpoise. An estimated 36,000 
harbour porpoises live in the Dutch part of 

the North Sea. The total population of the 
North Sea consists of about 300,000 har-
bour porpoises. The best time for spotting 
the animals is between February and April. 
Dozens of harbour porpoises come to the 
Oosterschelde, a part of the Dutch Delta.

As a predator at the top of the food chain, 
the harbour porpoise is an important species 
in the North Sea and needs protection. Re-
search, education, legislation and regulations 
are necessary to provide this protection.
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