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B L O G 
Have you ever seen a dolphin in the wild? What about a WHALE? Scotland is one of the best places in Europe (or 

maybe even in the world) to go watching for whales and dolphins. You don’t even need to go on a boat! If you can 

find the right place and you are very patient you might be lucky enough to spot one of these amazing creatures from 

the coast! 

The type of whale or dolphin you might see depends on 

where you are. Here in North Berwick we are sometimes 

lucky enough to see bottlenose dolphins as they pass by 

the Seabird Centre. Chunky and robust, Scottish 

bottlenose dolphins are especially adapted to live in cold 

water and can grow up to 4 metres in size, much larger 

than other bottlenose dolphins around the world. A 

hooked, pointy dorsal fin sits in the centre of their back, 

often marked with unique scratches or rake marks which 

set individuals apart, a bit like our fingerprints. These 

dolphins are often seen at the surface of the water and 

can be amazing acrobats, jumping high into the air! 

useful words:  

 Fluke  

Cetacean - whales, dolphins and porpoises  

Pod - a group of cetaceans  

 Beak  

 Dorsal fin  

 Pectoral  fin 

However, some cetaceans aren’t quite so keen to show off. The harbour porpoise has a ’shy’ reputation and doesn’t 

spend much time on the surface. They don’t often approach boats or breach (jump) out of the water. However, I 

think this makes it even more exciting when you do see one surfacing, quietly rolling forward in the waves.  

Another favourite around the Scottish coast is the orca. Although they are sometimes referred to as the ‘killer 

whale’, orca are actually the largest species of dolphin. They are BIG and usually spotted moving around in a pod on 

the North or West coast of Scotland, although they sometimes come and visit the East coast too. Their black and 

white patterning is really distinctive, and male orca have huge dorsal fins which sometimes grow to 1.8 metres tall 

(that’s taller than most adults)!   

bottlenose dolphin  orca  



Find out how much you’ve learned by answering the following questions:   
 

1. What is the fin found on the back of a cetacean called? 
2. How big can Scottish bottlenose dolphins grow?  
3. What is a baleen whale?  
4. How do sperm whales navigate?  
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Did you just become a dolphin detective?   

Then there are the ocean giants—the whales. Some truly amazing species of whale can be seen from Scotland 

including the second largest mammal on the planet, the fin whale. Fin whales are baleen whales, meaning they 

have no teeth. Instead they have hundreds of hard, flexible plates of baleen inside their mouth. Each plate has a 

hair-like fringe on the inner edge which acts like a strainer to help the whale collect its food. 

Other whales (like sperm whales) have enormous teeth and feed on larger fish to survive, using echolocation to 

navigate.  Echolocation allows the animal to work out where things are around them (including fish), using 

reflected sound, building up a kind of sound-map in their mind.  

humpback whale  

When you’re looking for cetaceans in the wild, patience is key. Unless you’re very lucky, it can take a long time to 

spot anything at all. Even when you do spot a fin or a fluke, it can be really difficult to work out what you’re looking 

at. Unless the whale or dolphin is surfacing near something else (like a boat or landmark), it can be tricky to work 

out how big it is or get an idea of what colour it might be. A pair of binoculars can really help! Once you’ve got a 

good view, it’s all about looking for clues!  

If you can, try to get a closer look at the dorsal fin on the animals back. If it’s a whale, the fin will be around 3/4 of 

the way down its back. If it’s a dolphin, the fin will be in the middle of its back.  You should also keep an eye out for 

how it’s behaving. Just like with the show-off bottlenose dolphins and the shy harbour porpoise, how a cetacean is 

behaving can give us lots of clues about what it is.  

Like with birds of other wild animals, you’ll need to use an ID guide or a book to help you to work out what it might 

be. However, with enough time, practice, and patience, you could be spotting these amazing creatures for yourself! 

 

Do you want to find out more about cetaceans around the world and how you can help to protect them? Visit the 

Whale and Dolphin Conservation Kidzone or have a look at the Sea Watch Foundation’s brilliant ID guide here. 
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