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The 2014 boat-based observation surveys 

 

This year’s boat-based surveys took place between July and September, over a three month 

period. These surveys were built upon related information in relation to marine turtles and 

cetaceans which were gathered from last year's boat-based surveys, as well as, sightings 

reported by volunteers throughout the year. The data from the both boat-based surveys will 

be collected and put into a map showing hot spots for the species being studied.  

 

The boat-based surveys were conducted on the Aurora Boreal research vessel. On the 4
th

 of 

July, there was the official boat-based survey launch of 2014. The launch was inaugurated by 

members from the Malta Environment and Planning Authority, which are the co-ordinating 

beneficiary of the LIFE+ MIGRATE project, together with other members from KAI Marine 

Services, the Ministry of the Sustainable Development, the Environment and Climate Change 

and Bank of Valletta p.l.c, who are also contributing significantly to the said project. 

 

In addition, this year a short video is going to be produced, which will show a documentary 

about the boat based surveys in action. This video will also include a number of experts and 

volunteers involved in these surveys who will be interviewed about their experience 

throughout their contribution in the mentioned surveys. However, works for the production of 

this video are still in progress. 

 

 

Volunteers In 2014 

 

Upon registering interest to be involved in the project, volunteers had the opportunity to take 

part in the 2014 surveys. This meant that the volunteers had to join KAI on the boat for a 

period of time, carrying out tasks such as spotting and observing species, identifying species 

and individuals with audio and visual observational techniques. However, in order to be 

recruited as volunteers, they needed to attend or have attended a basic training workshop 

related to the identification of the mentioned species.  

 

In fact, throughout the summer period of 2014, MEPA and KAI organised two training 

workshops for the volunteers.  The initial one occurred on the 11
th

 of July at the BOV Head 

Office in Santa Venera, which focused on cetaceans in the Mediterranean region. The other 

workshop was held on the 1
st

 of August at MEPA premises which focused particularly on the 

diverse species of marine turtles which are found in the same region. 

 

These workshops serve as a general knowledge for these volunteers as they would help them 

to distinguish between different types of cetacean and turtle species. Hence, these training 

workshops can be used as an essential tool since the volunteers would develop sufficient skills 



in species identification allowing their time on aboard the boat to be useful in providing 

accurate data. 

 

A range of promotional items for the volunteers were produced; which include polo shirts, 

caps and led key rings. These items were produced to serve as a token of appreciation for the 

volunteers for helping out in the surveys. 

 

Brochures 

 

The brochures were produced to promote the project and are available in both Maltese and 

English versions. Till now, they were given out to members of the public who attended or were 

present during a particular LIFE+ MIGRATE event. In addition, BOV has kindly offered to make 

use of their branch network for the distribution of these brochures. 

 

These brochures were designed to be both "eye-pleasing" and educative for the general public 

at the same time. They contain a brief description about the LIFE+ MIGRATE project and the 

two species under study in this project, which are the bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) 

and the loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta). It also provides a general overview on how to 

identify these two mentioned species from other species of the same family. 

 

 

 
The Brochures 

 

Advertisement of LIFE+MIGRATE Project 

 

One of the aim of this LIFE+MIGRATE is to provide more awareness to the general public. 

Therefore, one effective way to make this possible is to promote and advertise on local 

beaches. In fact umbrellas showing the logos of the projects and the partners involved have 

been produced and this will be distributed to a number of specific beaches around the Maltese 

Islands to draw the public's attention. In addition, stickers were also produced so that they can 

be placed on bins on the same beaches. These stickers do not only display the previously-

mentioned logos, but they also show a message to remind the public that litter may pose long-

term threats to any marine organisms and ecosystems. In addition to this, MEPA has already 

given a number of these umbrellas and stickers to Malta Tourism Authority so that they could 

be distributed along the shore of Golden Bay, which is one of the popular beaches in Malta.  



 

 
The Sticker 

 

Other cetacean and marine turtle species in the Mediterranean Sea 

 

This project focuses mainly on the bottle nose dolphin and the loggerhead turtle. However, 

there are other marine species that might be encountered in the Mediterranean, such as the 

leatherback turtle and Cuvier’s beaked whale. Information on these two species is included 

below. 

 

Cuvier’s beaked whale  

 

Although this species is rarely observed, it does inhabit the Mediterranean Sea, the Cuvier's 

beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris) also known as the Goosebeak whale, is the most widespread 

and abundant of the beaked whales, although is rarely seen at sea. The body shape is similar to 

that of other beaked whales: rather robust, cigar-shaped with a small falcate dorsal fin and 

relatively small flippers. They are a dark slate grey over most of the body, with a distinctively 

white head in males and a slight lightening of the skin in females. Adults can grow to 7 metres. 

The males have 2 small teeth on their lower jaw, which they often use for fighting. 

 

Cuvier's beaked whales, like all beaked whales, feed mostly on deep sea squid, but will also eat 

fish and some crustaceans. They are usually found in small groups of 2 to 7, but are not 

uncommonly seen alone. The worldwide abundance is likely to be well over 100,000 but this is 

not confirmed. 

 



 
Cuvier’s beaked whale 

 

They have a wide distribution and can be found in all oceans except polar waters, can be found 

within the Mediterranean; however the Cuvier’s Beaked whale not been observed at sea 

swimming in Maltese waters. Nevertheless, there was a report in June 2011 that a Cuvier’s 

Beaked Whale, measuring almost 5 metres, has been washed ashore in Qawra. This species of 

whale is so rarely seen that almost everything known about it has come from studying 

stranded animals.  

 

The leatherback turtle 

 

The leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea) is a type of marine turtle which is pelagic, i.e. it 

spends most of its time in open water. In fact, previous studies show that leatherback turtles 

have been spotted occasionally within the Mediterranean sea.  

 

The leatherback turtle is the only extant species from the Dermocheyidae family. It is mainly 

distinctive from other marine turtle due to its teardrop-shape of the shell which lacks bone. 

Their carapace (the upper part of the shell) is characterized by seven longitudinal ridges, has 

no presence of scutes and it is completely covered by thick, leathery skin. The colour of this 

marine turtle is usually dark grey/black on the dorsal (back) side and it generally counter-

shades into a lighter tone on its underside. Apart from that, in some occasion, white blotches 

and spots are spotted along the leatherback turtle's body. 

 

This type of reptile consist of scissor-like jaws and instead of teeth, it has tomium on its upper 

lip. The leatherback turtle also consists of backward spines situated in its throat which is useful 

to swallow and its food and unable the prey to escape once caught. Having said this, the 

leatherback turtle mainly feeds on gelatinous organisms mainly on jellyfish, and in some 

occasions on salps. The size of such gelatinous organisms is not important since the 

leatherback turtle able to consume it whether it is big or not. Furthermore, they are able feed 

throughout the water column from surface to great depths. 

 

 



 
The leatherback turtle  

 

Leatherback turtles which have been caught in the Mediterranean Sea were observed to be 

mainly adults and are though that their origins are almost entirely from the tropics. In fact, 

only a few number of leatherback turtles are thought to nest occasionally in Israel and on the 

south coast of Sicily. Furthermore, these types of marine turtles are frequently stranded on the 

Mediterranean coast. 

 

 

Turtles and long-line fishing 

 

During the 2013 surveys, 6 turtles were rescued after being caught in long line gear. From 

observations at sea and from previous research long-line, fishing gear is considered to pose a 

threat to turtles due to entanglement and bycatch with animals being hooked potentially 

resulting in fatalities. The impact of such is that this can lead to additional pressures on these 

species further endangering the conservation of turtles.  

 

Long-lining is a fishing technique where fishing line generally as long as 100km is cast out, kept 

buoyant by plastic floats. Every 10-30 metres, there is a secondary line attached extending 

down about 5m and hooked and baited with squid and fish. Because of this, there can be up to 

2,500 hooks attached to a long-line. After leaving the line to attract the fish, their catch is 

hauled in. The issue with long-lines is that the bait not only attracts the targeted species 

(usually large fish such as tuna and swordfish), but it also attracts a large number of other 

species which end up as bycatch, such as turtles.  

 

There are solutions to decrease the bycatch and prevent turtles becoming caught or 

entangled; by sinking their long-lines deeper, this avoids the migratory paths and feeding 

habitats of sea turtles, longer secondary lines could also prove very effective as it would allow 

the turtles to come to the surface to breathe if they are hooked or stuck. Another way to 

reduce bycatch is replacing the more traditional J-shaped hooks, with “circle” hooks and using 

Mackerel as bait instead of squid. This also has other benefits as mackerel bait was shown to 

be more efficient in catching swordfish and circle hooks more effective whilst fishing for tuna.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


