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Foreword 

 
There is a good reason for the 6

th
 annual report of Rugvin being late. The year 2010 was a very busy 

year. So is the year 2011. We spent a lot of time on the water and at the waterfront and relatively little 

time behind our desks!  

 

As you will read in our annual report, we have continued our monitoring programme from the Stena 

Line platforms. Both ferries, the Hollandica and the Britannica, were replaced by brand new ferries 

installed with the most modern technology. For the observers there were only minor changes. The 

results of the surveys therefore continued to be good. The numbers of observed animals were even 

higher than in previous years.  

 

I was so lucky to be on board during the two day trip when our survey area in the North Sea was 

packed with harbour porpoises. For hours everywhere we, my fellow observer Wouter Jan and I, 

looked we saw porpoises appearing. We even had a shortage of sighting forms, so they were copied at 

the ships office. A nice anecdote is that a little competition started at the Britannica when they heard 

about the huge number of porpoises we had seen from the Hollandica the previous day. They wanted 

to beat the Dutch crew, which they did by 168 against 148. So literally Britannica ruled the waves.  

 

On the day of the porpoise scan on the Oosterschelde we were less lucky. Instead of the forecasted 

wind, wind force Bft 1–2, we were surprised by much stronger winds at the start of the scan. So the 

number of porpoises we counted was only 15. Compared to the 37 animals we counted during the scan 

in 2009, the number of porpoises was much lower than we expected, and hoped, to see. But still it was 

a confirmation of the species‟ settlement in the Oosterschelde.  

Later that spring we managed to spot 5 young calves, most likely to be born in this very estuary; 

proving that the harbour porpoise have reproduced in these waters. Unfortunately during this year 

many porpoises were found dead at the shores of the Oosterschelde for still unknown reasons.  

 

As the activities of Rugvin developed and the amount of work increased, it was time to reorganise. 

Several board members and volunteers discussed how to divide tasks and how to work more 

efficiently. It was decided to double the number of regular observers on the Stena Line ferries from 

two to four and to set up several committees. One committee is responsible for the monitoring 

programme in the North Sea, a second committee is in charge of organising the activities on the 

Oosterschelde, and a third committee will be responsible for the communication such as writing the 

annual report, updating the website and producing a brochure.   

 

Rest me to say that I am looking forward to start with the annual report of 2011. There is even a lot 

more to talk about!!!  

 

Frank 
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1. Cetacean Ferry Surveys in the North Sea 

 
1.1 Introduction 
In 2005 Nynke Osinga, one of the founders and a board member of Rugvin, started monitoring 

cetaceans from ferries in the North Sea as part of her thesis. After a year, her research continued under 

the name Project Rugvin until February 2007, when Project Rugvin developed into the establishment 

of the Rugvin Foundation. Despite these changes, the cetacean ferry surveys continued as initially 

started. 

 

Ferries provide a unique platform for cetacean monitoring. These operate on a regular basis and on 

fixed transects, allowing the study of seasonal fluctuations as well as the detection of trends over the 

years. Furthermore the ferries provide an excellent observation point as the bridges are situated high 

above sea level. Standardised data collection, as done by the ARC-partners, gives the opportunity to 

compare different areas and cover a large total area. 

 

 

1.2 Methodology 
The surveys on the Stena Line ferries continued as described in previous annual reports (Zanderink & 

Osinga, 2005 -2009). Observers spot cetaceans from the bridges of the ferries on a monthly basis. The 

total observing time is approximately six hours per survey day and each survey consists of two survey 

days. The first day of observation is on the Stena Hollandica, when the observers travel from Hook of 

Holland to Harwich. On the following day the observers travel back to Hook of Holland on the Stena 

Britannica.  

 

 
Photo 1: The new Stena Hollandica making her way at Hook of Holland. 

 

The surveys are carried out by two observers, one on starboard side and one on port side. In 2010 two 

new coordinators (Wouter Jan Strietman and Ernst Schrijver) joined Nynke Osinga and Frank 

Zanderink to take alternating turns. Each coordinator is accompanied by one other voluntary observer. 

During the surveys, the ARC (Atlantic Research Coalition) recording forms and methods are used.  
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1.3 Results surveys 2010 
In 2010 a total of 120 hours of observation have been fulfilled. The number of sightings and number 

of animals for each species were recorded per month, see table 1. Occasionally, cetaceans were 

recorded as „species undetermined‟ if the observer could not determine the species characteristics. Sea 

temperature data was also collected. This is an important parameter for future studies regarding 

cetacean abundance and climate change. Subsequently, the observed densities of cetaceans per month 

were calculated, in order to correct the variation in observation hours per month. In winter, a decrease 

in day length limits the hours of observation on the first survey day, going from Hook of Holland to 

Harwich.  

 

 
Map 1: The route from Hook of Holland (NL) to Harwich (UK) 

 

Month 

Harbour 

porpoise, 

sightings 

Harbour 

porpoise, 

numbers 

White beaked 

dolphins, 

sightings 

White beaked 

dolphins, 

numbers 

Other 

species, 

sightings 

Other 

species, 

numbers 

January 6 9 0 0 0 0 

February 2 4 0 0 0 0 

March 4 3 0 0 1 1 

April >150 316 0 0 0 0 

May 5 7 0 0 0 0 

June 0 0 0 0 0 0 

July 0 0 0 0 0 0 

August 1 1 0 0 0 0 

September 20 37 0 0 0 0 

October 3 3 0 0 0 0 

November 9 11 0 0 0 0 

December 7 12 0 0 0 0 

total 207 403 0 0 1 1 

Table 1: Number of sightings and number of animals observed per month during 2010 
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Photo 2: Harbour porpoises in the Oosterschelde  

 

Harbour porpoise 

The most frequent observed cetacean species in the research area is the harbour porpoise (Phocoena 

phocoena). In 2010, 207
1
 sightings of harbour porpoises were recorded, including 403 individuals, 

resulting in an average group size of 1.95 individuals. The observed number of porpoises in 2010 was 

much higher than in previous years. This has mainly been caused by the extreme number of porpoises 

in April. But even without this high number of porpoises an increase is shown.  

 

 
Figure 1: Observed number of harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) for 2005-2010 (Please note that in 

the period January-August 2007 no monitoring trips were conducted due to reconstruction of the Stena ships)  

                                                 
1 It is stated 207 sightings and 403 animals, but the observations of April 2010 were an underestimation of the true numbers 

present during this trip since it was impossible for the observers to record all sightings. 
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The different survey years show similar seasonal fluctuations in abundance. Densities of porpoises are 

highest in late winter and early spring (see figure 1). Summer densities are very low and increase again 

during autumn. Until 2009 no harbour porpoises were seen in the months June and July, making 2009 

the first year in which harbour porpoises were observed in each month of the year. This suggested a 

more year-round occurrence of porpoises in North Sea waters. However, as no animals were seen 

during June and July in 2010, this year‟s data does not support this. 

 

White-beaked dolphins  

In 2005, white-beaked dolphins (Lagenorhynchus albirostris) were regularly observed. The number of 

observed white-beaked dolphins however has been declining since. In 2009 only 2 white-beaked 

dolphins were recorded and in 2010 there were no sightings of this species at all (see figure 2). The 

lack of sightings does not mean that this species has left the area. White-beaked dolphins have been 

recorded by some staff members on other Stena line ships. This implicates that the density of this 

species in the area has decreased. When looking at the number of animals recorded per month in the 

period 2005-2010 (see figure 5), there is no clear seasonal pattern.  

 

As sea temperature is important to determine the relative distribution of this species, the range of the 

white-beaked dolphin might be expected to decrease in response to increasing sea temperatures caused 

by global climate change, while that of the common dolphin may expand (MacLeod et al., 2008).  

Since our monitoring programme started in 2005 and there is hardly any data collected in the southern 

North Sea in previous years, it remains unknown if the abundance of white-beaked dolphins in 2005 

was a temporal shift or that white-beaked dolphins have always been present in this area and started to 

decline after 2005.  

 

 
Figure 2: Observed number of white-beaked dolphins for 2005-2010 (Please note that in the period January-

August 2007 no monitoring trips were conducted due to reconstruction of the Stena ships) 
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2. The second harbour porpoise scan for the Oosterschelde 

Estuary 

 
2.1 Introduction 
The Oosterschelde is a large estuary situated in between several islands, peninsulas and the North Sea 

and located in the south-western part of the Netherlands. Its water surface comprises about 200.000 ha. 

It has connections with the Grevelingen through a system of sluices and dams in the north-eastern part 

and a connection with the North Sea via the Oosterschelde storm surge barrier. The Oosterschelde is a 

designated Natura 2000 site under the Habitat Directive and the Bird Directive and therefore stricter 

rules and regulations apply for economic and recreational users. However no conservation objective 

has been set for the harbour porpoise as part of the designation decision. The Oosterschelde also has 

the status of a National Park. 

 

 
Map 2: The Oosterschelde estuary (darker blue) in the centre of the map, divided by the “Zeelandbrug” 

(=bridge across the Oosterschelde) in the centre and the storm surge barrier in the west. 

 

No research was conducted until 2009 and only incidental observations were recorded and anecdotal 

information was available until then. In 2009, the first harbour porpoise scan has been carried out in 

collaboration with World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Netherlands. In 2010 the second scan was planned 

and conducted in order to collect data to find answers to the following research questions:  

1) How many porpoises occur in the estuary? 

2) Do porpoises occur year-round? 

3) Does migration occur through the Oosterschelde storm surge barrier?  

4) Do porpoises reproduce in the Oosterschelde? 

Furthermore, the goal was to gain as much media attention as possible to increase the awareness of the 

presence of this species in the Oosterschelde and to contribute in order to enhance the protection of 

these animals.  
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2.2 Methodology 
On the 22nd of May a second survey was conducted in order to estimate the population size of 

porpoises in the Oosterschelde estuary. The survey was organised by a special team of Rugvin 

volunteers (Zanderink / Osinga / Hoekstra / Strietman / Hendriks / Witte). Nine boats were hired, 

varying from sailing yachts to small fishing vessels. All boats sailed parallel to each other from the 

Oosterschelde storm surge barriers in the west, to the outer limits in the east where the water became 

too shallow. A distance of approximately 30–40 km was covered by each boat.  

 

The Oosterschelde has large sand bank areas which, at low tide, are too shallow (0-1m) for porpoises. 

These areas (see numbers 2, 3 and 12 in map 2) were not covered during the scan.  

 

Map 3: The boat routes of the 2010 scan 

 

The scanned surface between two boats had to overlap on either side of the boat at all times to 

ascertain complete coverage. Between each two boats and between the outer boats and the north and 

south coastline the maximum distance was kept at 200 meters. The average cruising speed was set at 6 

knots. The scan started at 11:00 hrs and lasted for more than 4 hours for the boats who continued 

scanning until the south-eastern end of the Oosterschelde. There was a trained coordinator on each 

boat together with a minimum of two observers. In total nine boats joined the 2010 harbour porpoise 

scan. Most owners and captains of the boats joined the scan voluntarily, only two boats were 

chartered.  
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Photo 3: One or the attending boats during the 2010 scan. 

 

 

2.3 Recording and scan results 
The coordinator and captain on each boat kept in contact with the other boats in order to keep the right 

track, speed and distance. Every half hour the coordinates, speed, direction, sea state and weather 

conditions were recorded on the observation forms. The team on each boat recorded the sightings 

independently. 

Until the night before the scan the weather forecast was ideal. On the morning of the scan itself 

however, the weather conditions worsened. Instead of wind force Bft 1-2 it changed eventually in Bft 

3-4. This probably had a large impact on the number of sightings. Excluding double sightings, the total 

number was fifteen. 

The research question if porpoises reproduce in the Oosterschelde is partly answered during the scan. 

Five calves were spotted swimming alongside their mothers. For the North Sea population it is known 

that calves are born in May-June in the northern part of the North Sea. It is unlikely that a number of 

five mother-calve pairs swam from this northern part through the barrier into the Oosterschelde.  

 

 

2.4 Next year 
For spring 2011 a third large-scale survey is planned. This will give the possibility to compare the 

estimated population size in three seasons (keeping in mind that the scan in 2010 was not an optimal 

scan).  
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3. Acoustic research at the Oosterschelde 

 
3.1 Introduction  
In 2008, Rugvin decided to broaden its monitoring research by exploring the possibilities of acoustic 

research in addition to the scans. As little was known about the harbour porpoises in the Oosterschelde 

estuary, it was decided to explore this kind of research here. Rugvin started to use a hydrophone on the 

first educational trip on the Oosterschelde in spring 2009. Several porpoises were spotted and during 

many occasions the animals were heard before they were detected visually.  

 

Later that year, the idea of having C-PODs in the Oosterschelde was discussed with WWF 

Netherlands, in order to investigate if harbour porpoises are able to swim through the Oosterschelde 

storm surge barrier. Acoustic monitoring with the use of C-PODs provides the possibility to study 

year-round occurrence of harbour porpoises. In contrast with visual observations, acoustic monitoring 

is not affected with changing weather conditions over the seasons.  

 

 
Photo 4: The Skipper of the MS Hammen at work. 

 

 

3.2 The use of C-PODs 
The idea of using C-PODs was set up in cooperation with WWF Netherlands. The deployment and the 

data retrieving of the C-PODs is organised in cooperation with Rijkswaterstaat (Rijkswaterstaat is the 

executive arm of the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment and responsible for the 

design, construction, management and maintenance of the main infrastructure facilities in the 

Netherlands). The C-PODs used were developed by Chelonia ltd. The C-PODs were deployed on both 

sides of the Oosterschelde storm surge barrier in December 2009. Data will be collected over the next 

years.  
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Photo 5: One of the three C-PODs being retrieved at the Oosterschelde. 

 

The collection of data with C-PODs was set up and improved in the first months of 2010. The C-PODs 

will provide data on the presence of porpoises near the Oosterschelde storm surge barrier which will 

give us an answer to the question if they migrate (in two directions) through this barrier.  
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4. Communication/Education 

 
4.1 Introduction  
The second main objective of the Rugvin Foundation is to inform the Dutch public as often as possible 

about the presence of cetaceans in the North Sea and the Oosterschelde, the importance of cetacean 

research and the need to protect these animals. A few strategies were applied in order to contribute 

towards this objective, by creating media attention, by publishing information on the Rugvin website, 

by joining conferences and meetings and by cooperating with other organisations in the field of 

cetacean research and conservation. Also many interested persons got the opportunity to join Rugvin 

onboard the boats during the Oosterschelde surveys.  

 

 

4.2 Website  
In 2010 the Rugvin website www.rugvin.nl has improved. All news was published on the Rugvin 

website, as well as photos, background information and the monitoring results. The total number of 

visits was set at 3.762, which is an increase of more than 1.100 hits compared to 2009. The busiest day 

was at April 18
th
 with 259 hits. Preparations for a new more modern website have started.  

 

 
Figure 3: Overview of number of hits on Rugvin website in 2010. 

 

 

 
Figure 4: Geographical distribution of visitors of the Rugvin website in 2010. 
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4.3 European Cetacean Society conference 
The results of the Oosterschelde scan 2009 have been presented on a poster at the annual ECS 

conference in March 2010 in Stralsund, Germany. 

 

 
Photo 6: Poster presented at the ECS conference in Stralsund. 

 

 

4.4 International year of biodiversity. 
In 2009 Rugvin was invited to join the National Biodiversity coalition 2010. The Coalition‟s goal was 

to communicate about biodiversity to a wide range of audiences in the Netherlands during the 

International Year of Biodiversity 2010. More than two hundred partners organised activities in order 

to raise awareness about the loss of biodiversity. The harbour porpoise scan in the Oosterschelde was 

such an activity and was therefore communicated on the coalition‟s website (www.biodiversiteit.nl). 

 
 

4.5 Porpoise Poster   
In partnership with Stichting De Noordzee (The North Sea Foundation; a nature and environmental 

organisation dedicated to the sustainable use of the North Sea.) and SOS Dolfijn (SOS Dolfijn 

Foundation; a foundation dedicated to the rehabilitation of stranded cetaceans) a Harbour porpoise 

poster was developed in Dutch and English. The poster is meant for the general public to inform them 

about the presence of these animals in Dutch coastal waters. The poster will be distributed at the Stena 

Line ferries, regional visitor centres around the Oosterschelde and the North Sea. The poster can also 

be downloaded from the website.  
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Photo 7: The poster brochure of “De Bruinvis”.  

 

 

4.6 Annual reports 
Every year an annual report is published. So far the annual Rugvin reports of the years 2005, 2006, 

2007, 2008 and 2009 have appeared. Reports are distributed by email to all members of the 

distribution list and can be downloaded from the Rugvin website. A small number of hard copies is 

issued and distributed to our sponsors and relations.  

 

 

4.7 Students research and reports.  
During the summer months the van Hall Larenstein student Ingrid van Dam worked on her thesis and 

research “Presence of the Harbour Porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) in the Oosterschelde, The 

Netherlands”.  

 

 

4.8 Press releases and media response. 
A press release was sent out just before the scan in order to announce the harbour porpoise scan in the 

Oosterschelde. A second press release was sent out immediately after the scan to inform the public 

about the results. Much media attention was given to the survey in the Oosterschelde. Hereby an 

overview of the most important media results:  

 Scientific article in the journal “Zoogdier” issued by the Dutch Mammal Society : Zanderink, 

F., Osinga, N. De bruinvis is terug in de Oosterschelde (The return of the harbour porpoise in 

the Oosterschelde), Zoogdier 21-3, 12-15. 

 NOS (the biggest news organisation in the Netherlands) national news broadcasted at 22:00 

and 23.30 hours.  

 NOS Teletext item on September 20th and 21st. 

 An item on regional radio broadcasted by “Omroep Zeeland”, Radio Rijnmond and Wereld 

Omroep Nederland  
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 Articles in many national newspapers, several regional newspapers and some magazines; 

 Tens of websites showing our results.  

 The National Park Oosterschelde communicated about the second porpoise scan.  

 

 
Photo 8: The publication in ”Zoogdier” magazine. 
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Photo 9: News articles 
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5. Rugvin Foundation 

 

5.1 The people of Rugvin 
 

The Rugvin Board 

In 2010 the board of the Rugvin Foundation consisted of the same three people as at the time of 

founding. The board was chaired by Frank Zanderink, the function of secretary was carried out by 

Nynke Osinga and Ruben Huele was 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 four year existence of Rugvin the number of volunteers is stable. Many are already active 

members since the start of the Rugvin activities. Many of the volunteers have shown their interest in 

marine mammals before starting to volunteer at Rugvin and were e.g. trained in observing cetaceans at 

the CRRU centre in Gardenstown in Scotland or worked at other cetacean research institutes. Others 

volunteered for SOS Dolfijn in Harderwijk or the Seal Rehabilitation and Research Centre in 

Pieterburen. There are a high number of students among the volunteers. The volunteer list of 2010 

included 24 persons. The number of volunteers however is much larger than the regular group. Many 

more participated during the Oosterschelde scan. 

 

Change of organisation into committees 

At the end of 2010 all volunteers were invited to join a meeting in how to reorganize the activities of 

Rugvin. This meeting resulted in the establishment of three new committees. One committee is in 

charge of all communication activities. The second committee monitors the research and organise 

activities concerning the North Sea and the third committee is responsible for organising the 

Oosterschelde activities. All other volunteers can join the activities.  

 

5.2 Atlantic Research Coalition 
The Rugvin Foundation is a member of the Atlantic Research Coalition (ARC). ARC consists of 

eleven Spanish, British, Irish and Dutch organisations which carry out ferry monitoring programmes 

in different European waters. ARC partners undertake fixed-route transect surveys on commercial 

ferries through north-west European waters using effort-related and standardised scientific recording 

methods. The data generated enables the description of cetacean distribution and calculation of 

monthly, seasonal and annual abundance indices. Data of this type has the potential to identify early 

signs of decline or other changes of conservation concern. 

 

The following organisations are a partner of ARC:  

Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG)    (www.iwdg.ie) 

Plymouth to Santander Marine Survey (PSMS) 

Sociedad Ambar       (www.ambarcetaceos.com) 

Marine life (Biscay Dolphin Research Programme)   (www.biscay-dolphin.org.uk) 

Organisation Cetacea (Orca)      (www.orcaweb.org.uk) 

Aberdeen University       (www.abdn.ac.uk) 

Sea Trust        (www.seatrust.org.uk) 

Rugvin Foundation       (www.rugvin.nl) 

Norcet: Northern North Sea Cetacean Ferry Surveys   (www.egcp.org.uk) 

Isles of Scilly  

Nature trek        (www.naturetrek.co.uk) 

 

http://www.iwdg.ie/
http://www.ambarcetaceos.com/
http://www.biscay-dolphin.org.uk/
http://www.orcaweb.org.uk/
http://www.abdn.ac.uk/
http://www.seatrust.org.uk/
http://www.rugvin.nl/
http://www.egcp.org.uk/
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Map 4: The different cetacean monitoring routes under the umbrella of ARC 
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6. Finances and contributions 
In 2010 Rugvin received financial support from WWF Netherlands in order to prepare and conduct the 

second Oosterschelde scan and the continuation of the acoustic research. Boats were hired; fuel 

expenses were covered, the hydrophone and C-PODs were purchased, etc.  

Stena Line gave Rugvin the opportunity to continue the observations from the bridges of their ferries, 

providing an excellent platform for cetacean monitoring. All 850 hours of organisation and 

observations were done on a voluntary basis.  

 

 

7. Conclusions of results 2010 
In 2010 Rugvin was able to achieve the following: 

 Conducting twelve 2-day surveys on board of the Stena Line ferries: Stena Hollandica and 

Stena Britannica; 

 The recording of 403 harbour porpoises during the surveys between Hook of Holland and 

Harwich. With an exceptional number of 316 during the survey in April.    

 Having a group of more than twenty volunteers who conduct research and assist with the 

organisation of all Rugvin activities; 

 Further development of the Rugvin website with 3,762 page views in 2010 with a highest 

number of 259 hits on April 18
th
. 

 The conduction of the second Oosterschelde porpoise scan which resulted in a total number of 

15 animals. 

 Collection of data by three C-PODs which are located near the Oosterschelde storm surge 

barrier. 

 Huge media attention for the results of the Oosterschelde scan being broadcasted on national 

television and local radio stations;  

 Large number of articles published on websites, in several magazines and in national and local 

newspapers.  

 Continuation of good cooperation with Stena Line, Rijkswaterstaat, Ministry of Economic 

Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation, The North Sea Foundation, SOS Dolfijn, National 

Biodiversity Coalition 2010, National Park Oosterschelde, WWF Netherlands and other 

organisations. 

 

Monitoring results 2005 – 2010: 

 

23
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Figure 5: Overview of all sightings during all Rugvin monitoring years. (Please note that in the period January-August 

2007 no monitoring trips were conducted due to reconstruction of the Stena ships). 
 

 

http://english.minlnv.nl/
http://english.minlnv.nl/


 22 

8. Future plans 
 

Harbour porpoises can serve as an indicator of the state of the marine environment. This monitoring 

programme enables frequent data collection, essential for the development of adequate conservation 

strategies. The monitoring project will be continued over a longer time span, providing more data on 

distribution and abundance of cetaceans in the Southern North Sea. The North Sea is used for various 

human activities such as shipping, fisheries, recreation, windmill farms etc. This together with 

possible changes in water temperatures are reasons for concern. Good monitoring data is required to 

study the effects of human activities on cetaceans in the North Sea.  

 

With the experience of the first two Oosterschelde surveys Rugvin will organise a third scan on the 

Oosterschelde in order to find out more about the porpoises in this estuary. Within the same research 

area Rugvin will also continue to conduct acoustic research with the help of Rijkswaterstaat, in order 

to gain more knowledge on porpoises and guarantee the importance of this area for cetaceans.  

  

And last but not least Rugvin will keep informing the Dutch public about the results and findings by 

writing press releases, developing leaflets and posters, and inviting people on board.  

 

 
Photo 10: Two porpoises in the Oosterschelde 
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