


























Marine Reptiles

Leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea)

There have been four sightings in the Solent and
around the Isle of Wight since 2010:

Lee-on-Solent 26/7/2010, specimen 1-2m in length
seen 10-20m off the shore; Reeth Bay, 7/8/2011, ‘3
feet across’ seen from boat 500m off the shore;
Southampton Water entrance, 25/5/2014; three
miles southwest off St. Catherine’s lighthouse,
27/8/2019, ‘around 6 feet across'.

In the past 100 years, there have been only four
earlier local sightings recorded on the Britain and
Ireland database, so this is a particularly high
frequency and bucks the national trend of a
reduction in the number of marine turtle sightings,
the cause of which is unknown (Botterell et al. 2020).

Mammals

Information on stranded animals is from the UK
Cetacean Strandings Investigation Programme
(CSIP) ,except where mentioned separately. Between
January 2009 and December 2022, there were 63
strandings on Isle of Wight shores reported to CSIP,
10 of which were on the Solent coast. Of 14 animals
where identification was not fully determined, 12
were dolphin species.

Grey seal (Halichoerus grypus)

The numbers observed around the Island’s coast
have steadily increased over the past decade, and
Grey Seals are observed at all times of year. A
juvenile closely followed kayakers at Newtown on
25/6/2015, nudging the boat a few times, and there
have been reports of seals boarding paddleboards

and small dinghies!

Common or Harbour seal (Phoca vitulina)

This species is now seen more frequently in the
Solent. Several individuals may now be observed at
Newtown in the summer. The nearest breeding
colony called a ‘rookery’ is in Chichester Harbour.
Walrus (Odobenus rosmarus)

First seen by fishermen on Calshot beach, at the
mouth of Southampton Water, early on 11/12/2022.
It is an extremely rare vagrant to the British Isles from
the Arctic; there are no other records of the species
for the Solent. It was thought to be the same
individual seen in previous months in the
Netherlands and in Dieppe, France, and nicknamed
‘Thor ‘. Spending just a few hours at Calshot, it left
the Solent and was subsequently seen in the North
Sea, at Scarborough on 31/12/2022 and at Blyth on
the Northumberland coast on 2/1/2023, where it
stayed until 7am on 3/1/2023.

Common dolphin (Delphinus delphis)

Eighteen strandings reported to CSIP. Additionally, a
stranding at Chilton Chine on 8/10/2017.

Risso’s dolphin (Grampus griseus)

A specimen was found stranded on Ventnor beach
8/12/2012. The species is very infrequent in the
Channel and usually favours deeper water offshore.
White-beaked dolphin (Lagenorhynchus albirostris)
A pod of this rarely observed species was seen 10
miles south of the Needles, 29/5/2015. There were
two strandings reported to CSIP.

Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena)

Harbour porpoise have been regularly observed
year-round off Dunnose Point and Bonchurch from
2015-2023 (TV). The species is associated with the

Fig. 8: Seals at Newtown estuary April 2022
Above: Grey seals Halichoerus grypus
Below: Common or Harbour seal Phoca vitulina
Photos: Keith Marston
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Fig. 9: Bottlenose dolphins at the Needles,
August 2021. Photo G Berry



tidal overfalls that develop offshore of this headland,
consistent with the usage of high-energy habitat
observed in Harbour porpoise elsewhere. There
were 19 strandings reported to CSIP.

Striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba)

An adult male was seen in Compton Bay, 1/1/2016.
This is a rarely recorded species of our coast. Two
indeterminate Common/striped strandings reported
to CSIP.

Bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncates)

There have been a good number of sightings of this
species, with photos frequently uploaded on social
media (Fig. 9). A group of about 20 were seen
inshore off the cliff below Afton Down on 7/2/ 2015,
and later in the year, a pod that included adults and
juveniles was seen in Ventnor Bay on 20/10/2015. A
pod which included a pup was seen off the Nab
Tower, 17/1/2017.

An individual delighted onlookers in Cowes Harbour
19/6/2017, temporarily disrupting the chain ferry
service! A pair seen off Ventnor on 14/8/2021 (AB)
could have been part of the same pod seen in the
Solent, 20/08/2021. According to ‘British Divers
Marine Life Rescue’, the group that ranges from
Cornwall to Kent is currently the only recognised
resident population of this species in England. Two
strandings reported to CSIP.

Long-finned pilot whale (Globicephala melas)

Two strandings reported to CSIP.

Baleen whale (Mysticeti sp.)

One stranding at Seaview 6/11/2011 reported to
CSIP.

Changes in the marine environmental regulatory
framework

One of the most significant developments which
could potentially affect marine habitat protection
was the passing of the Marine and Coastal Access
Act (2009). In summary, this legislation introduced a
new marine planning system around the English
coast, by establishing the Marine Management
Organisation (MMO). This new independent body
discharges several functions on behalf of HM
Government, including the design and development
of regional marine plans, environmental licencing,
the management of harbour regimes, the
management and enforcement of fisheries and
nature conservation legislation. Subsequently, in
2011, the Southern Sea Fisheries District Committee
was replaced by the Southern Inshore Fisheries and
Conservation Authority (SIFCA) https://
www.southern-ifca.gov.uk/  which  has a much
broader marine resource management role within
the region. The Southern Marine Plan, which
includes the Solent and Isle of Wight, was published
in 2016 and updated in 2018 https://www.gov.uk/
government/collections/south-marine-plans. To fulfil
the UK Government's commitment to the
Convention for the Protection of the Marine
Environment of the Northeast Atlantic (OSPAR), Part
5 of the Marine and Coastal Access Act paved a way
for the designation of a network of Marine
Conservation Zones (MCZ) around the English coast.
There followed a tense period of consultation and
representation which was administered by four

regional stakeholder groups (RSG), set up by Natural
England. The Isle of Wight and Solent were
included, along with other south-eastern coastal
counties within the group named ‘Balanced Seas'.
Meetings, held in village halls, yacht clubs and
similar venues were usually lively and heated,
particularly in the early stages! While nature
conservation groups were very supportive of MCZ,
commercial  fishermen  were  understandably
concerned  that some of the ‘rumoured’
management measures could put their livelihood at
risk. Yachtsman were similarly worried that they
would not be able to anchor as freely as they had
previously, or that they would have to move long-
established moorings because of important habitats
on the seabed. The process was frustrated by a lack
of information and detail about what management
measures might be included, and importantly,
where they were to be deployed!

There was also much confusion and debate about
the value of "historical’ biological records, defined as
being obtained pre-2000, and whether these could
provide evidence of extant species and habitat
distribution. It also became apparent that parts of
some of the proposed MCZs had been poorly
surveyed, if at alll Nevertheless, there were positive
outcomes, summed up well by Mark Russell of
British Marine Aggregate Producers Association
(BMAPA):

“An interesting social experiment... But also a
rewarding one, in that it has broken down barriers
between the sectors and interests that have
participated, and | think that everyone has a far better
understanding of other interests hopes and fears.
This more than anything else is the legacy of the
process - getting people from different backgrounds
and interest groups to engage and work
constructively with one another in response to a
common challenge.”

Mark Russell, Regional Stakeholder Group Member,
aggregates sector, British Marine Aggregate
Producers Association (BMAPA) (http://
publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/
1463173)

After two years, the Balanced Seas RSG
recommended the designation of 31 MCZ in the
region, of which six were off the Isle of Wight:
Needles, Yarmouth-Cowes, Norris-Ryde, Bembridge,
Wight-Barfleur Extension (to the south of the Isle of
Wight traversing the median Channel line) and
Utopia (east of Bembridge). The fact that nearly 20%
of the proposed sites should be off the Isle of Wight
is sure acknowledgement of the importance and
value placed on the diverse and relatively
undisturbed habitats off our coast. There followed a
long period of further consultation and whittling
down of the short-list. Finally, in January 2016, within
the 2" Tranche of designated sites, the Needles
MCZ was designated, mainly for its subtidal chalk
reefs, subtidal coarse gravels, seagrass beds in
Totland and Colwell Bay, and what are referred to as
‘species features’ - the Peacock’'s Tail seaweed
Padina pavonica on How Ledge and stalked jellyfish
Calvadosia campanulata for which there are only a
handful of records at most.
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See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
marine-conservation-zones-the-needles

Yarmouth to Cowes, Bembridge, Utopia and West of
Wight-Barfleur were designated as MCZ in the third
tranche in May 2019. The Bembridge MCZ, which
includes Sandown Bay and Shanklin and extends
westwards to Seaview, is designated for subtidal
coarse sand and muds and mixed sediments,
seagrass beds, the maerl beds off Culver CIiff,
Padina pavonica, native oyster Ostrea edulis, and
stalked jellyfish Haliclystus spp. and Calvadosia
campanulata. It is puzzling why the rocky reefs, so
characteristic and important in the region, were not
included as designated habitat features, particularly
as the alga Padina pavonica that survives on the
intertidal rockpool habitat is specifically listed! The
answer given is that these reef features are included
within the South Wight Maritime Special Area of
Conservation, protected under the EU Habitats
Directive.

The Future

How our coast and seas are used and valued,
whether for food, recreation or for sequestering and
storing "blue" carbon from the atmosphere and
oceans will increasingly influence its protection.
Nature-based-solutions that aim to manage and
restore natural habitats to mitigate the effects of
climate change and other activities will become
more important. Attempts at a monetary valuation
of Solent habitats (Watson et al., 2020) are already
having an impact in prioritising habitat restoration
projects, such as for saltmarsh, seagrass and oyster
beds.

The need to act and adapt to the current climate and
biodiversity crisis has prompted local research into
the ecological enhancement of concrete sea
defences and coastal infrastructure (Hall et al. 2019).
Concrete sea walls are typically poor habitat for
marine life, as they lack structural complexity and
generally have smooth surfaces. The EU Marineff
project (http://marineff-project.eu/en/), which aimed
to investigate new techniques for the ecological
enhancement of coastal infrastructure has worked
with local company Artecology to design and retrofit
artificial rockpools on the sea wall at Bouldnor.

Our local marine environment continues to be a
source of fascination and enjoyment by residents
and visitors alike. Recreational use of the coast
increased dramatically in 2020-2022, as foreign
travel was reduced due to the pandemic. Access to
hitherto quiet creeks, now via paddleboards and sit-
on kayaks, create new management challenges. For
example, at Newtown, paddleboarders are now able
to cross the main marsh at high tide; though, being
mainly a summer activity, this does not usually
conflict with migratory waterfowl.

Reporting local marine life through social media has
widened participation and has increased local
engagement in marine biology and conservation.
Though very welcome, it can be a challenge to
capture, verify and validate this information and
keep a track of what has been found! Reference to
the NBN database and mapping tools, digital
recording schemes such as iRecord and specialist
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websites and blogs will become more informative.
Shore forays including the Under the Pier event at
Ryde and the Shoresearch project have proven very
popular, and together with Seasearch have yielded
many important records, which we hope will
continue going forwards.
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