Harbour Porpoise
Phocoena phocoena (Linnaeus, 1758)
Order: Cetacea
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The harbour porpoise is the smallest cetacean seen in UK waters. A small, rotund animal
with a small blunt head and no ‘beak’, the harbour porpoise can be up to 1.5m long
(newborn 0.67-0.9m). There is a small central triangular fin on the dark grey back, with
paler patch on flank. In stranded animals it may be possible to see the flattened spade-
shaped teeth with 38-56 both upper & lower jaw. At sea the normal view is glimpse of
back and small fin, the animal rarely leaps clear of the water.

In common with most in cetacean species sexual dimorphism is subtle, females have
mammary slits either side of the genital slit on the underside of the body, these are
absent in the males, however due to the nature of sightings and the marine environment
it is often impossible to distinguish the sex of live animals.

The normal view of the harbour porpoise is a glimpse of the back and small fin, and
therefore it is rarely confused with other species due to its shy behaviour and diminutive

Harbour porpoises are found in groups from 1-12 individuals and very occasionally in
large groups of several hundred. Little is known about cetacean reproduction, however,
in common with other cetaceans, harbour porpaises typically produce a single young. In
UK waters birth usually occurs in summer months in periods of high productivity in the
food chain (April — September), to sustain the lactating mother, female porpoises usually
lactate for an 8 month period. The life span of the harbour porpoise is estimated (by
sectioning teeth) to be 15yrs. Harbour porpoises are found predominantly in near shore
coastal waters where they feed on squid and fish, and often forage on the seabed for
crustaceans

There are very few natural predators to the harbour porpoise in UK waters; the only
species to specifically predate on them is the orca. However there is evidence that
deaths by bottlenose dolphin attack are becoming more prevalent, though the reasons
for this are largely unknown. Human impacts range from pollution, reduction in fish prey
due to over fishing, accidental entanglement in fishing nets (bycatch) and increased
noise in the marine environment. In coastal waters bycatch is of major concern and
several mitigation measures are being trialled throughout the country.



