Southern North Sea
and Eastern Channel
Seasonal Aggregation

Area Size

33849 km?

Qualitying Species and Criteria

Harbour porpoise - Phocoena phocoena
Criterion B (2); C (2)

Summary
The Southern North Sea and Eastern Channel
Seasonal Aggregation Area IMMA holds an
important aggregation of harbour porpoises
(Phocoena phocoena) in spring. The very diverse
habitat, including a series of sandbanks and reefs
and a front system supports an abundance of
harbour porpoise prey species such as sole,

goby, herring and sandeel.

Southern North Sea and
Eastern Channel Seasonal
Aggregation IMMA

Description:

This area contains important marine mammal habitat
due to high substrate and habitat diversity. There are
submerged sandbanks (such as on the Natura 2000
area Borkum Reef Ground) with interspersed stone
fields and reefs. The whole area has soft sediment,
mainly consisting of sand. In the western part around
the Brown Ridge, huge sand dunes are present. Sand
habitats are important to prey fish species like
sandeel. The currents in the area are predominantly
south-north with Channel water entering the North
Sea. The coastal zone is very dynamic with erosion
and deposition of sand. An important habitat feature
is a front, also known as the ‘cold belt' (Krause et al.
1986), parallel to the coast, formed as a convergence
zone between the North Sea water and river outflow
in the southern part and Wadden Sea water in the
northern part. The northern part of the area is
bordered by the Frisian Front. There are several
Natura 2000 areas and partially an MPA also in the
French southern part within the IMMA that are either
designated for harbour porpoises (Phocoena
phocoena) or with the harbour porpoise on the list of

species present.



Criterion B: Distribution and Abundance

Sub-criterion B2: Aggregations

Following a historical decline and near extirpation in
the southern North Sea and English Channel, harbour
porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) occurrence in the
southern North Sea, including the area of the IMMA,
has been increasing since the mid-1990s
(Camphuysen, 2004; Hammond et al., 2002). Harbour
porpoises were almost absent in the English Channel
two decades ago but are now regularly seen in this
region (Hammond et al., 2013, 2021; Bouveroux et al.,
2020; Blanchard et al., 2023). A comparison of harbour
porpoise distribution between the SCANS and
SCANS-II surveys showed a marked difference in
summer distribution of harbour porpoises within the
Greater North Sea, with a shift towards the south in
the main concentrations of animals between 1994
and 2005 and decreasing numbers in the northern
North Sea (Hammond et al., 2013). This southward
shift in distribution is supported by data from smaller
scale surveys in the southern North Sea which show
increasing humbers of porpoises and aggregations in
French, Belgian, Dutch and German waters (e.g.,
Gilles et al., 2009, 2011; Haelters et al., 2011; Scheidat
et al,, 2012; Peschko et al,, 2016; Laran et al., 2017,
Nachtsheim et al., 2021). This shift in harbour porpoise
distribution is probably related to changes in prey
distribution and abundance (Hammond et al., 2013).
Data from SCANS-IIl in 2016 and the recent SCANS-IV
survey in 2022 confirm that the shift to the south has
been maintained (Hammond et al., 2021; Gilles et al,,

2023).

A recent aerial survey conducted in mid-May 2023
recorded a high encounter rate of the species in the
southern limit of the IMMA, with encounter rates up
to 0.1 sightings/km of aerial effort (Blanchard et al.,
2023). Aggregations of porpoises in spring in the
southern part of the IMMA were also previously

reported by ship surveys in 2012-2014 (Bouveroux et

al., 2020) and aerial surveys in 2017-2018 (Virgili et al.,
2024). In the Belgian part of the IMMA the density is
highest in spring with a mean estimated density of
2.78 ind/km? over aerial surveys in the years 2009 to
2022 (Haelters et al., 2023 in press). In the Dutch part
of the IMMA, aerial surveys in 2010-2011 showed that
spring densities of porpoises were threefold higher
than in summer (Geelhoed et al., 2013). The
occurrence in summer has also increased over time
and densities reach the same order of magnitude as
in spring (0.70-1.44 animals/km?, Geelhoed &
Scheidat, 2018).

Analysis of harbour porpoise stranding records from
1990 to 2017 supports the evidence of increasing
abundance in the southern North Sea with a steep
increase in strandings reported since 2005 (ljsseldijk

et al, 2020; Blanchard et al., 2023).

Criterion C: Key Life Cycle Activities
Sub-criterion C2: Feeding Areas

The high porpoise densities and aggregations that
occur in this IMMA in spring and summer are likely
due to the abundance of prey fish species. Indeed,
the diverse and abundant benthic community forms
a rich food base for the fish fauna. A variety of flatfish,
goby species and other bottom-dwelling fish can be
found there, but also pelagic fish species. Prey
species such as sole, goby (multiple species), herring
(Clupea harengus) and sandeel (Family Ammodytidae)
that are a regular part of the porpoise diet are known

to be abundant in the area.
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Figure 1: Harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) from aerial view. Photo credit: G. Gautier

Supporting Information

Blanchard, A., Laran, S,, Williams, G., Van Canneyt, O.,

Genu, M., Sanchez, T., Doremus, G., and Gamelin, P.-L.

2023. Synthese des donnees de ['Observatoire
PELAGIS au sein du PNM des estuaires picards et de
la mer d'Opale. Rapport pour le PNM EPMO (OFB-22-
0565). 61 pp. Available from
https.//www.observatoire-pelagis.cnrs.fr/wp-
content/uploads/2023/07/Rapport_Synthese_donn
ees_MAMO.pdf.

Bouveroux, T., Waggitt, J.J., Belhadjer, A., Cazenave,
P.W., Evans, P.GH., and Kiszka, J.J. 2020. Modelling
fine-scale distribution and relative abundance of
harbour porpoises in the Southern Bight of the North
Sea using platform-of-opportunity data. J. Mar. Biol.
Assoc. United Kingdom 100, 481-489. doi:
10.1017/50025315420000326.

Camphuysen, C.J. 2004. The return of the harbour
porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) in Dutch coastal

waters. Lutra 47, 113-22.

Geelhoed, S.C.V,, Scheidat, M., van Bemmelen, RS.A.,
and Aarts, G. 2013. Abundance of harbour porpoises
(Phocoena phocoena) on the Dutch Continental Shelf,
aerial surveys in July 2010-March 2011. Lutra 56 (2):

45-57.

Geelhoed, S.C.V. and Scheidat, M. 2018. Abundance of
harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) on the Dutch
Continental Shelf, aerial surveys 2012-2017. Lutra

61(1): 123-132.

Gilles, A., Scheidat, M., and Siebert, U. 2009. Season-
al distribution of harbour porpoises and possible
interference of offshore wind farms in the German

North Sea. Marine Ecology Progress Series 383:295-



307.

Gilles, A., Authier, M., Ramirez-Martinez, N.C., Araujo,

H, Blanchard, A., Carl-strom, J., Eira, C., Dorémus, G.,

Fernandez-Maldonado, C., Geelhoed, S.C.V., Kyhn, L.,

Laran, S., Nachtsheim, D., Panigada, S., Pigeault, R.,
Sequeira, M., Sveegaard, S, Taylor, N.L., Owen, K,
Saavedra, C., Vazquez-Bonales, JA., Unger, B, and
Hammond, P.S. 2023. Estimates of cetacean
abundance in European Atlantic waters in summer
2022 from the SCANS-IV aerial and ship-board
surveys. Final report published 29 September 2023.
64 pp. https.//www.tiho-hannover.de/en/clinics-
institutes/institutes/institute-for-terrestrial-and-

aquatic-wildlife-research-itaw/scans-iv-survey.

Haelters, J., Kerckhof, F., Jacques, T.G,, and Degraer,
S. 2011. The harbour porpoise Phocoena phocoena in
the Belgian part of the North Sea: trends in
abundance and distribution. Belgian J. Zool. 141, 75-
84.

Haelters, J., Paoletti, S, Vigin, L., and Rumes, B. 2023
(in press). Seasonal distribution of harbour porpoises
(Phocoena phocoena) and response to operational
offshore wind farms in the Belgian North Sea. In: S.
Degraer et al. (Eds). Winmon report, Chapter 4, in
press. Institute of Natural Sciences, Brussels,

Belgium.

Hammond, P.S., Berggren, P., Benke, H., Borchers,
D.L., and others. 2002, Abundance of harbour
porpoises and other cetaceans in the North Sea and

adjacent waters. J Appl Ecol 39:361-376.

Hammond, P.S., Macleod, K., Berggren, P., Borchers,
D.L., Burt, M.L., Canadas, A, Des-portes, G., Donovan,
G.P. Gilles, A, Gillespie, D., Gordon, J., Hedley, S.,

Hiby, L., Kuklik, |., Leaper, R., Lehnert, K., Leopold, M.,
Lovell, P., @ien, N., Paxton, C.G.M., Ridoux, V., Rogan,
E.. Samarra, F., Scheidat, M., Sequeira, M., Siebert, U.,

Skov, H., Swift, R, Tasker, M.L,, Teilmann, J., Van
Canneyt, O, and Vazquez, J.A. 2013. Cetacean
abundance and distribution in European Atlantic shelf
waters to inform conservation and management.

Biological Conservation 164: 107-122.

Hammond, P., Lacey, C., Gilles, A, Viquerat, S.,
Bdrjesson, P., Herr, H., Macleod, K, Ridoux, V., Santos,
M.B., Scheidat, M., Teilmann, J., Vingada, J., and @ien,
N. 2021. Estimates of cetacean abundance in
European Atlantic waters in summer 2016 from the
SCANS-III aerial and shipboard surveys - Revised
version (June 2021). https.//scans3.wp.st-
andrews.ac.uk/files/2021/06/SCANS-IIl_design-

based_estimates_final_report_revised_June_2021.pdf

IJsseldijk, L.L., ten Doeschate, M.T.I., Brownlow, A.C.,
Davison, N.J., Deaville, R., Galatius, A, et al. 2020.
Spatiotemporal mortality and demographic trends in
a small cetacean: strandings to inform conservation
management. Biol. Conserv. 249:108733.

doi: 10.1016/j.biocon.2020.108733.

Krause, G., Budeus, G, Gerdes, D., Schaumann, K,
Hesse, K. (1986). Frontal systems in the German Bight
and their physical and biological effects. In: Nihoul, J.
C. J. (ed) Marine interfaces ecohydrodynamics.

Elsevier, Amsterdam, p. 119-140

Laran, S, Authier, M,, Blanck, A, Doremus, G.,
Falchetto, H., Monestiez, P., Pettex, E., Stephan, E.,
Van Canneyt, O., and Ridoux, V. 2017. Seasonal
distribution and abundance of cetaceans within
French waters- Part Il: The Bay of Biscay and the
English Channel. Deep Sea Research Part II: Topical
Studies in Oceanography 141, 31-40.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dsr2.2016.11.012.

Nachtsheim, D., Viquerat, S., Ramirez-Martinez, N.C.,
Unger, B., Siebert, U., and Gilles, A. 2021. Small

cetaceans in a human high-use area: Trends in



harbour porpoise abundance in the North Sea over

two decades. Frontiers in Marine Science. Frontiers in MARINE MAMMAL
Marine Science 7:606609. doi: PROTECTED AREAS
10.3389/fmars.2020.606609. TASK FORCE

\ ~ ~
Lo 7.SSC @vera

Peschko, V., Ronnenberg, K, Siebert, U., and Gilles, A.

2016. Trends of harbour porpoise (Phocoena
"DoLPHIN.

phocoena) density in the southern North Sea. Ecol.

2
TETHYS

Indic. 60, 174-183. doi: 10.1016/j.ecolind.2015.06.030. since 1986

Scheidat, M., Verdaat, H. and Aarts, G. 2012. Using ocean care

aerial surveys to estimate density and distribution of

harbour porpoises in Dutch waters. J. Sea Res. 69, 1-7. , \F/?Véx\-/rOEEUTION

doi: 10.1016/j.seares.2011.12.004. FOUNDATION

Virgili, A., Laran, S., Authier, M., Doréemus, G., Van
Suggested Citation: [UCN-MMPATF (2024) Southern North Sea

Canneyt, O., and Spitz, J. 2024. Prospective modelling and Eastern Channel Seasonal Aggregation IMMA Factsheet.
. . e . IUCN Joint SSC/WCPA Marine Mammal Protected Areas Task
of operational offshore wind farms on the distribution Force, 2024.

of marine megafauna in the southern North Sea. PDF made available for download at

https.//www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southe

rn-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-
imma/

Front. Mar. Sci. 11:1344013.

doi: 10.3389/fmars.2024.1344013.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank the participants of the 2023
IMMA Regional Expert Workshop for the identification
of IMMAs in the North East Atlantic Ocean. Funding
for the identification of this IMMA was provided by
the Water Revolution Foundation. Other sponsors for
the workshop included OceanCare and ORCA
(orca.org.uk), and substantial administrative support
to the IMMA Secretariat was provided by the Tethys
Research Institute and Whale and Dolphin

Conservation.


https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/
https://www.marinemammalhabitat.org/factsheets/southern-north-sea-and-eastern-channel-seasonal-aggregation-imma/

