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Short note

Direct, undisturbed observations of inter-
actions of mother and offspring in harbour 
porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) in the wild 
are extremely rare. Because harbour por-
poises are seldom held and hardly breed in 
captivity (Blanchet et al. 2008), even observa-
tions of mother-calf interactions of porpoises 
under human care are uncommon (Olek-
senko & Lyamin 1996, Borowska 2009, Del-
gado & Wahlberg 2009). The second author, 
by chance, encountered a unique opportunity 
to observe wild porpoises (mother and calf as 
it turned out) associated with an offshore pro-
duction platform during several weeks in Sep-
tember 2011. Interested in the animals as the 
second author was, but untrained as a biolo-
gist, the observations are only descriptive in 
nature. However, what could be seen repeat-
edly, were fully undisturbed interactions 
between a mother and a calf in the wild. This 
provided unique insight in the maternal care 
of porpoises and other aspects of the behav-
iour of this species, which would be extremely 
difficult to obtain in ‘normal’ (e.g., survey) 
conditions.
 During at least three (possibly four) weeks 
in September 2011, a female and calf harbour 
porpoise were seen in close association with 
the offshore gas production platform Rijn 
Charlie (30 km west of Scheveningen, the 
Netherlands) in the southern North Sea. In 

this area, the seafloor is sandy and the water 
depth is approximately 18 m. From photos 
provided, the calf could be estimated to be 
circa 70-75% of the total length of the female 
(hence, circa 100 cm if the female would have 
been 140 cm total length, which is about the 
minimum size for sexually mature females) 
(photo 1). Peak calving in the southern North 
Sea is centred around June/July, with a fairly 
large number of births occurring in May and 
August (Addink et al. 1995) and an estimated 
age of circa 3-4 months for the calf would be in 
accordance with that approximate body size. 
Even though there is no proof, the observers 
claim that there were no reasons to believe 
that more than this couple of porpoises were 
involved, visible as the animals were during 
virtually every watch and given the highly 
consistent behaviour and interactions of the 
animals during their stay near the platform.
 The calf was seen suckling frequently (snout 
‘attached’ to the vaginal region, mother more 
or less stationary and slightly turned to one 
side). Suckling was positively observed in 
the morning and the evening, but dedicated 
observations by the platform crew during 
mid-day were less frequent. There were very 
many sightings of the mother disappearing 
under water for a long dive, to return with a 
fish that was still alive and that was released 
just in front of the quickly approaching calf, 
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apparently in an attempt to encourage the 
calf to capture the fish. Flatfish and roundfish 
were offered to the calf, all alive, but fish spe-
cies were not recognised by the crew. During 
the deeper and more prolonged dives of the 
adult female, the calf was left alone near the 
surface (cf. Amundin & Amundin 1973). The 
calf would perform quick spurts (fast swim-
ming) around the platform (interpreted by 
the crew as ‘playful behaviour’), or remain 
stationary in one place. The crew remarked 
specifically that the calf would suddenly spurt 
towards a spot where the mother was later 
indeed seen to surface and where the fish was 
offered. No sounds were heard, but the obser-
vations strongly suggested that a vocal signal 
by the approaching adult from under water 
was released, in response to which the calf 
sprinted to the area where the adult would 
surface and offer her prey. Deliveries of live 
fish were frequent (up to 3x per half hour at 
times), and some fish were successfully cap-
tured and swallowed by the calf (no data were 
kept on frequencies and success rates). When 
the female was at the surface, mother and calf 

were usually close together, even though short 
‘playful absences’ by the calf occurred (e.g., 
making short spurts towards or around the 
superstructure of the platform). 
 A number of interesting aspects were pro-
vided by these observations. First, a mother-
calf ‘couple’ of harbour porpoises were appar-
ently ‘residents’ near an offshore platform for 
several weeks. Perhaps the platform provided 
shelter or safety for marine predators, per-
haps the structure served as a beacon where 
mother and calf could easily rejoin in an oth-
erwise more or less homogeneous sea area. 
Secondly, the calf was apparently trained to 
capture fish, even though the animal must 
have been very young and unlikely to be 
weaned for several more months. Instead of 
feeding the calf fish, she would release them to 
have the fish captured (or missed!) by her calf. 
This behaviour agrees with what is known of 
harbour porpoises: lactation lasts up to ten 
months with a marked reduction after 5-6 
months, but calves start taking small fish 
when already 2-3 months old (Yasui & Gaskin 
1986, Evans et al. 2008). Thirdly, there were 

Photo 1. Harbour porpoise mother (left) and calf.  Photograph: A. Krop.
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indications for playful behaviour of the young 
animal, but here lurks the risk of over-inter-
pretation of the data. Some fish offered by the 
adult were not swallowed but played with and 
subsequently left to sink when the calf ’s inter-
est faded. To the observers, the rapid spurts 
seemed playful behaviour, but it may simply 
have been excitement of the calf in anticipa-
tion of the return of the mother. Finally, there 
seemed to be vocal communication between 
the two animals, as a result of which the calf 
and the adult could rejoin exactly at the point 
where the mother would surface with her fish 
(North Sea waters near the Dutch coast are 
very turbid and the visibility under water is 
very low).
 Strong social bonds, prolonged periods of 
maternal care (a long phase of immaturity), and 
even apparent training to hunt are all known 
for several species of cetaceans (Whitehead 
1996, Addink & Smeenk 2001, Miles & Her-
zing 2003, Bender at al. 2008), but are less well 
known for elusive species such as the harbour 
porpoise. These small cetaceans are notoriously 
difficult to study in the wild, and the sightings 
reported here are unique as far as we could 
deduce. The temporary association of small 
cetaceans with offshore structures (platforms 
or buoys) has been observed in several species 
of dolphins (Camphuysen 2011), but no obser-
vations are known to us for harbour porpoises. 
Such associations may have implications for 
acoustic monitoring studies, where listening 
devices are attached to objects. Marine mam-
mals may deliberately approach and investigate 
such structures (for example because the avail-
ability of food may be enhanced near offshore 
constructions or fixed objects), or stay close 
with them during certain periods of time. Both 
tendencies would result in overestimates of the 
presence of porpoises based on the recorded 
clicks with TPods or CPods. 
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Samenvatting

Moederzorg, training van het kalf en 
plaatstrouw bij wilde bruinvissen in de 
Noordzee

Bij en onder het gasproductieplatform Rijn 
Charlie, 30 km westelijk van Scheveningen 
(zuidelijke Noordzee), werden gedurende ten-
minste drie weken in september 2011 twee 
bruinvissen (Phocoena phocoena) waargeno-
men. Het bleek om een volwassen wijfje met 
een kalf te gaan. De bemanning van het plat-

form was getuige van wat kennelijk trainin-
gen van het jong door de moeder waren. Her-
haaldelijk bracht het diep duikende, adulte 
dier nog levende vis naar de oppervlakte, die 
vlak voor het toesnellende jong werd losgela-
ten. Soms werd het jong ook nog gezoogd. De 
beschreven waarnemingen zijn uniek, omdat 
bruinvissen in het wild bijzonder moeilijk te 
bestuderen zijn. Behalve de training werd ook 
speels gedrag van het jong beschreven. Het 
toesnellen van het jong naar een plaats waar 
het volwassen dier pas later bovenkwam, sug-
gereerde dat het jong een geluidssignaal kreeg 
van de opduikende moeder. Langdurig ver-
blijf van bruinvissen in de buurt van offshore-
installaties (zoals dat ook wel bij dolfijnen 
wordt gezien) heeft implicaties voor de inter-
pretatie van gegevens die met akoestische 
monitoring worden vergaard, aangezien er 
dan overschatting van de presentie kan optre-
den waarvoor gecorrigeerd moet worden.
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