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1. Introduction
In its fourth year, the Rugvin Foundation started to broaden its horizon. Apart from the visual
monitoring of cetaceans, we have started to work with the acoustic monitoring of cetaceans.
First we started to work with hydrophones in order to find porpoises in the water with the aim
to gain experience so that later in time we could start recording data of the sounds and noises
produced by porpoises and other marine mammals. However finding the right equipment
appeared challenging. Not many companies are specialized in these kind of instruments and
there are many new developments in this field.
With the hospitality of Stena Line and the funding by the Dutch WWF/INNO Fund, it became
possible to continue with all existing monitoring activities and to begin with the above
mentioned acoustic experiments. A scientific poster presentation on the distribution of
harbour porpoises in the southern North Sea was approved by the selection board of the
European Cetacean Society and presented at the Noordwijk ECS conference (see § 3.4).
With the broadening network, WWF Netherlands appeared as a new partner with the prospect
of a scan of the Oosterschelde porpoise population in 2009. There were several opportunities
for the volunteer observers to increase their experience. We now have a trained Rugvin crew
which is very important for future cetacean monitoring in the North Sea. Overall 2008 was a
fruitful year.

Frank with hydrophone
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2. Research
2.1 Methodology on the Stena Line ships
The surveys on the Stena Line ferries has continued as described in the earlier annual reports
(Zanderink & Osinga, 2005, 2006, 2007). Observers are sighting cetaceans from the bridges
of the ferries on a monthly basis. The total travel time is approximately six hours per survey
day and each survey consists of two survey days. The first day of observations is on the Stena
Hollandica travelling from Hoek van Holland (NL) to Harwich (UK) and the following day is
on the Stena Britannica travelling back to Hoek van Holland.

The Stena Hollandica and Stena Britannica
Surveys are carried out by two observers, one on starboard and one on port side. One of the
observers was always one of the project coordinators, either Frank Zanderink or Nynke
Osinga. During the surveys ARC (Atlantic Research Coalition) recording forms are used.
Also the Stena line crew kindly records their sightings on the Rugvin observation forms
which are available on the bridge.

The route from Hoek van Holland (NL) to Harwich (UK)
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Wouter Jan, one of the volunteers, scanning the North Sea.

2.2 Results Stena Line surveys
In 2008 a total of 120 hours of observation were fulfilled. The sightings and numbers for each
species were recorded per month, see table 1. The observed densities of cetaceans per month
are calculated and used instead of total numbers, in order to correct the variation in
observation hours per month. Especially in winter, daylight limited the hours of observation
on the first survey day, since the ship leaves Hoek van Holland in the afternoon. Incidentally,
cetaceans were recorded as ‘species undetermined’ if the observer could not observe species
characteristics. We started to collect data on the water temperature in degrees Celsius. This is
an important parameter for future studies into cetacean abundance and climate change.
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Table 1. Sightings and numbers observed for the survey year 2008
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Harbour porpoises
The most frequently observed cetacean species in the research area is the harbour porpoise
(Phocoena phocoena). In 2008, 38 sightings of harbour porpoises were made, including 57
individuals. These two figures result in an average group size of 1.5 individuals per sighting.
The different survey years showed similar seasonal fluctuations in abundance. Densities of
porpoises are the highest in late winter and early spring, see figure 1. Summer densities are
very low, however during autumn the number of sightings increases again.
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Figure 1. Observed densities (N/hour) of harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) in the four survey
years (please note that no surveys were carried out in the period January-August 2007)
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Harbour porpoise at Harderwijk

White-beaked dolphins
White-beaked dolphins (Lagenorhynchus albirostris) are also regularly observed, although
less frequently compared to previous years. In 2008, a total of 7 white-beaked dolphin
sightings were recorded, including 16 individuals. Future data collection will be important to
study if the numbers of white-beaked dolphins indeed decline in this area. The average group
size for 2008 was 2.3 animals, see figure 2. The number of sightings are too low to detect
differences between seasons in abundance. When more data is available, the seasonal
fluctuations can be studied.

White-beaked dolphin in the North Sea

7

Densities of white-beaked dolphins (N/hour)
2

2005
2006

1,6

2007
2008

1,2
0,8
0,4

December

November

October

September

August

July

June

May

April

March

February

January

0

Figure 2. Observed densities (N/hour) of white-beaked dolphins in the four survey years (please note
that in the period January-August 2007 no surveys were carried out).

2.3 Acoustic research and testing.
In spring 2008, a hydrophone was purchased for research and educational purposes at the
Oosterschelde estuary. The Oosterschelde was chosen as a pilot area because it is unique for
porpoises to occur in a semi-enclosed estuary. Also the calmer sea conditions and high
porpoise abundance were ideal for the testing of the equipment.
We decided to first test the hydrophone at the Dolphinarium in Harderwijk. The first
hydrophone did not work at all. A second similar hydrophone functioned well in the pools of
the Harderwijk dolphinarium. However at the Oosterschelde it became clear that the
background noise of the device was too high which made it impossible to hear the sounds of
the porpoises. On this survey six porpoises were sighted but no sounds were received.
So a new hydrophone from a different company was ordered, but it was already too late in the
season to test it in the Oosterschelde. So this was delayed until spring 2009.

Oosterschelde in the centre of the ma, divided by the “Zeelandbrug”.
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3. Communication/Education
The second goal of Project Rugvin is to inform and educate the Dutch public about the
presence of cetaceans in the North Sea and the importance of research and conservation. A
few strategies were applied to fulfil this goal, such as media attention, the Rugvin website,
joining conferences and meetings and cooperation with other organisations in the field of
cetacean research and conservation. Also, interested persons got the opportunity to join us
onboard the Oosterschelde surveys.

3.1 Website
In June 2008 the Rugvin website www.rugvin.nl was established. On the website all
Rugvin news is published, as well as photo’s, background information and the monitoring
data. In the first half year the average number of web site hits was 140 per month. With a
maximum of 110 on one day. In total, 459 web users have visited the Rugvin website in 2008.
Currently the website is still under construction. In 2009 the website will be further improved.
Rugvin has a mailing list for sending news and information by e-mail to its members which
are called “friends of Rugvin”.

3.2 European Cetacean Society conference
The European Cetacean Society (ECS) conference in Egmond aan Zee, March 4-7, 2008, was
attended by both Rugvin coordinators and many Rugvin volunteers. Some of the volunteers
were also involved in the organisation of the conference. The conference is a yearly platform
for all European scientists, researchers and education specialists on the field of marine
mammals. Every year the conference is held in a different European country. For more
information see: www.europeancetaceansociety.eu/. At the three day conference a poster was
presented to all 500 conference participants (see page 10).

Overview of presented posters at ECS conference Noordwijk
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The poster showed the monitoring results for porpoises in the North Sea, including an
analysis of the seasonal abundance and the distribution on the transect line between Hoek van
Holland and Harwich. Also a poster on harbour porpoise strandings and mortality was
presented by Nynke Osinga on behalf of the Seal Rehabilitation and Research Centre. A third
poster was presented by one of the volunteers, Wouter Jan Strietman, about his discovery that
the humpback whale spotted near Den Helder in 2007 was the same individual as seen later
that year near the coast of Ireland.

3.3 Annual reports
Every year an annual report is published. So far the annual Rugvin reports from the years
2005, 2006, 2007 and 2008 have appeared. All reports are available on the website.

3.4 Field guides
Rugvin provided the Hollandica and Britannica crew with a Dutch and an English version of
the field guide to the Marine Mammals of the World by Hadoram Shirihai and Brett Jarrett.

Getting back from a day at the Oosterschelde
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4. Organisation
4.1 Project organisation
The Rugvin Board
In 2008 the board of the Rugvin foundation consisted of the same three people as at the time
of founding. The board is chaired by Frank Zanderink, the function of secretary is carried out
by Nynke Osinga and Ruben Huele is the third board member. The board is responsible for
the legal and financial activities of Rugvin. Every year at least one official board meeting is
held as well as several work meetings.
Volunteers
In the fourth year of existence the number of volunteers is stable. Most volunteers are still
active since the start of the Rugvin activities. Also a number of volunteers are taking up
others tasks of the organisation in addition to the observing. Many of our volunteers have
already shown their interest in marine mammals and were either trained in observing
cetaceans at the CRRU centre in Gardenstown in Scotland (UK)or had worked at other
cetacean research institutes. Others volunteered for SOS Dolphin in Harderwijk (NL) or the
Seal Rehabilitation and Research Centre in Pieterburen (NL). There are also a high number of
students among the volunteers. The volunteer list now consists of 22 people. There is also a
group of people on a waiting list who can be used for large projects such as the Oosterschelde
scan in 2009.
Every year we try to organize a meeting where most volunteers of Rugvin can be present to
discuss future plans and exchange experiences. This year the meeting was held in Utrecht.

4.2 Planning and organisation
Monthly surveys on the Stena Line ferries are planned. After the successful cooperation with
the WWF/INNO fund, we are now preparing plans for the continuation of the Oosterschelde
research in cooperation with another WWF-department.

4.3 Atlantic Research Coalition.
The Rugvin foundation is a member of the Atlantic Research Coalition (ARC). ARC consists
of nine Spanish, British, Irish and Dutch organisations which carry out ferry monitoring in
different European waters. The aim of ARC is to work on one model of monitoring and
sharing experience and information to improve the research and education activities of each
member.

The following organisations are a partner of ARC:
 Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) (http://www.iwdg.ie)
 Plymouth to Santander Marine Survey (PSMS)
 Sociedad Ambar (http://www.ambarcetaceos.com/)
 Marine life (Biscay Dolphin Research Programme) (http://www.biscay-dolphin.org.uk)
 Organisation Cetacea (Orca) (http://www.orcaweb.org.uk)
 Aberdeen University (http://www.abdn.ac.uk)
 Sea Trust (http://www.seatrust.org.uk)
 Rugvin Foundation (www.rugvin.nl)
 Norcet: Northern North Sea Cetacean Ferry Surveys (www.egcp.org.uk)
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5. Finances and contributions.
In 2007, we received a grant of € 5.000 from the WNF/INNO fund for the activities of 2007
and 2008. Stena Line gave us the opportunity to continue the observations from the bridges of
their ferries, providing an excellent platform for cetacean monitoring.

6. Summary of results for 2008
In 2008 Rugvin was able to achieve the following:












Twelve 2-day survey trips on the Stena ferries, Stena Hollandica and Stena Britannica;
The recording of 57 harbour porpoises and 16 white beaked dolphins;
Purchase and testing of hydrophones both in a dolphinarium pool as well as in the
Oosterschelde estuary
Presentation of Harbour porpoise data on A0 poster (see paragraph 3.4. and attachment
page 11) at the ECS conference in Egmond aan Zee (NL).
Participation of the annual 3-day ECS conference in 2008.
A group of trained volunteers, which now consists of 22 volunteers;
The development of the Rugvin website with 1,165 views in 2008.
The development of plans for the Oosterschelde scan in 2009
More and more people are informed about the work of Rugvin;
Cooperation with other organisations;
Information and experience on acoustic research was gained.

7. Conclusion and future
Rugvin is becoming a more and more established foundation in the field of cetacean research
and education. For the coming and present year, 2009, the monitoring of cetaceans from Stena
Line platforms will be continued. The website of Rugvin will be professionalised and more
press releases will be issued and scientific publications will be written.
The cooperation with the Dutch office of WWF will be continued and a plan for a scan of the
Oosterschelde is being developed. Within the same project young LIFE Guard members of
WWF will attend the scans for educational purposes.
The acoustic research will be broadened with the purchase of C-pods. C-pods are fully
automated, static, passive acoustic monitoring systems that detect porpoises by recognising
the trains of echo-location clicks they make to detect their prey, orientate and interact.
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