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Moray Firth Partnership Community Grants Scheme 2009

~ Dolphin Space Programme, End of Grant Report

1.0 Background Information

The Dolphin Space Programme (DSP) is a wildlife tourism partnership and accreditation scheme for wildlife tour boats in the Moray Firth, Scotland. The DSP provides a code of conduct giving guidelines on how approach dolphins, whales and porpoises (cetaceans) without causing disturbance. Boat operators who sign up to the scheme agree to follow the code of conduct, to market their tours in line with the aims of the DSP (e.g. not showing boats too close to dolphins or people swimming with or touching dolphins) and to take part in DSP training events. In return for signing up to the scheme, the DSP provides operators with free training, interpretive resources for boats and assistance with promotion and marketing. The DSP is coordinated by a project officer and is overseen by a steering group comprising VisitScotland, the Wildlife Tour Boat Operators’ Society, the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society, the Northern Constabulary, Grampian Police, The Highland Council, Inverness Harbour Trust, the Maritime Coastguard Agency and Scottish Natural Heritage.

2.0 DSP/WDCS Photo ID Mini – Catalogue

2.1 Introduction and Project Description

High quality interpretation is an important aspect of wildlife watching tours as it can improve the visitor experience, in addition to raising awareness of and care for marine wildlife and environments. Grants from the Moray Firth Partnership over the last four years have allowed the DSP to develop new interpretive materials for accredited tour boats. Before this time the quantity and quality of interpretation provided by each tour boat was very variable and operators had asked for some high quality interpretive resources for their customers

In 2009 one of the key objectives for the DSP was to develop closer relationships between the wildlife tour boats and the research groups working in the Moray Firth. Wildlife watching boats are excellent platforms for collecting wildlife sightings data as they are out in the field regularly and over an extended area and period of time. In return, information from researchers regarding local wildlife populations can be of great interest to visitors on wildlife tours and can be used by tour operators to update and improve their interpretative resources and commentaries. For scientists, this dissemination of research results to the general public is beneficial in that it spreads  information to audiences who may not otherwise be able to access it. This in turn engenders additional support for conservation projects and management measures which may arise out of research projects. 

As part of developing these stronger relationships, we decided to develop some resources focused on the dolphin research being carried out by Aberdeen University’s Lighthouse Field Station (LHFS). The Photo Identification (Photo ID) project based at the LHFS is one of the longest running pieces of wildlife research occurring in the Moray Firth, with over 20 years worth of data. It is probably also the most important piece of research currently focused on this group of dolphins. 

Photo ID is an extremely useful for monitoring and understanding the dolphin population and is crucial for the ongoing conservation and management of this species in North East Scotland.  Photo ID can be used to generate population estimates, to understand how the dolphins are distributed across their range, to look at calf development, social structure and habitat preferences. It is through this Photo ID project that we know there are around 130 dolphins in the north east Scotland population, and that numbers might be declining. 

Being such an important tool in conservation and management, Photo ID seemed like a clear choice for the development of research orientated interpretive materials. For most visitors Photo ID is not a familiar term, but it is a relatively simple way of collecting data which can be easily explained. In addition, interpretive resources focusing on Photo ID have the added benefit of allowing us to talk about specific dolphins and tell visitors their 'stories'. This has obvious appeal for visitors as it helps them form a closer connection to the animals they are hoping to see. Its also great for WDCS dolphin adopters as it allows them to learn how to identify the adoption animals, all of whom are featured in the mini catalogue. 

In the past, various versions of the full Photo ID catalogue produced by the LHFS have been made available to wildlife cruise operators. Some of the companies had since requested a more up to date copy as there's were lost or damaged. However, there were also requests that the catalogue be redesigned for the general public audience to make it more accessible to visitors, as in its original format it was a large and complex document. 

2.2 Developing the Photo ID Catalogue

The mini-catalogue was designed in collaboration with WDCS and the Aberdeen University Lighthouse Field Station.   A Wildlife Centre volunteer collated input from collaborating partners into a draft format and the result was reviewed by scientists, educators, interpreters, and general public to assess the accessibility of information presented.  The team wanted to ensure that the final product was easy to use whilst on a boat but also provided sufficient information to support tour operators in their interpretation on photo-ID.  

Initially intended to remain a volunteer project, the result was well-received and so the idea of printing a more formal and robust catalogue was pursued.  Based on the successful application for an MFP community grant, the WDCS Conservation Officer adapted the draft version and produced the current mini-catalogue using Adobe InDesign software.  As the catalogue was developed, attention was given to providing information to different user groups and interest levels.   

The process of developing the mini-catalogue continued for over a year from start to finish.  Projects that involve collaborating partners often require increased time in order to incorporate different ideas into a single document.  We feel, however, that the end result demonstrates what can be achieved when different areas of expertise are pulled together towards a common goal.  In this case, the mini-catalogue presents a large amount of information in a manner that enables readers to understand the overall themes or delve deeper into the details.  The catalogue pages themselves encourage people to look closer at the animals that they may say and ‘have a go’ at identifying the dolphins that they see.

2.3 Successes and Challenges

The final mini catalogue has now been printed and looks fantastic. The paper we chose is extremely durable and we are confident that this resource will be robust enough for many visitors to enjoy it. The catalogues will be distributed to the DSP accredited operators at the upcoming annual meeting. Based on feedback on the draft copies,  we expect them to be very well received. 

Originally we had hoped to produce 30 copies of the mini catalogue and 1,000 single sheet summaries that could be handed out to members of the public who were particularly interested in photo ID. When we got originally got quotes for printing the catalogues the printers gave us prices based on one type of waterproof paper that they had used before. However, at a later date they recommended that we use a more robust type of plasticised paper which was also anti-tear as well as being waterproof. As we are only able to supply each boat with 1-2 copies of the mini catalogue, and we want this resource to last a long time, we thought it was sensible to take their recommendation and use this type of paper. Unfortunately this meant we could only afford to have 25 copies made and had to sacrifice the single sheet summary. 

3.0 Grant Expenditure from MFP Community Grants Scheme 2008

To a large extent the expenditure of the MFP grant has closely matched our estimated in the grant application we submitted. The only changes being in regard to the paper, as outlined above. 


Item/Activity�
Amount�
�
Printing of 25 copies of the mini catalogue, on durable, tear resistant, waterproof paper.�
£975.00�
�
�
�
�
Total�
�
�
Of which £975 to be covered by Moray Firth Partnership Grant�
�
�






