
Clyde Marine Region Topic Sheet Series
Mobile species

Background
The Clyde Marine Planning Partnership (CMPP) has developed 
this set of Topic Sheets to help communicate the findings of 
the Clyde Marine Region Assessment which is available on our 
website www.clydemarineplan.scot. The Assessment is used to 
inform and prioritise the development of policies for the Clyde 
Marine Plan. If you would like to be kept up-to-date about the 
development of the marine plan please visit the website and 
sign up to receive our e-newsletter.

What are mobile species?
Mobile species are animals that move across wide areas. This 
includes species which migrate or are nomadic including sharks, 
skates and rays; whales dolphins and porpoises; and seals. 

Sharks, skates and rays 
Sharks, skates and rays are a group of fish called 
elasmobranchs. They are characterised by having cartilage 
instead of bone, five to seven pairs of gill clefts and no swim 
bladder. More than 30 species have been recorded in Scotland’s 
waters, eight of which are classified as Priority Marine Features. 
Six of these have been seen in the Clyde Marine Region (CMR) 
and are basking shark, spurdog, porbeagle shark, common 

skate, blue shark and sandy ray. 

These animals are vulnerable to a  
range of pressures including climate  
change, habitat or noise/electro-
magnetic disturbance and collisions. 
Populations of elasmobranchs can take a 
long time to recover as they are usually 
slow-growing and late to reach maturity. 
The iconic, and highly migratory, basking 
shark can grow to 12m long, making 
them the largest fish in UK waters and 
the second largest in the world. 

There is very little stock information 
for sharks, skates and rays in the CMR, 
however, for some species, survey data 
has been used to estimate their number 
and size. Surveys carried out in 2002-
2006 showed that the CMR had a below 
average number of sharks compared 
to other areas of Western Scotland. 
All species of sharks, skates and rays 
found in Europe are on the OSPAR list of 
Threatened and Declining Species due to 
targeted fisheries and by-catch. 
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Designated seal haul-out sites 
Please note, seals can haul out anywhere around the CMR and should not be disturbed. 
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Whales, dolphins and porpoises 
In recent years, 23 species of whale, dolphin and porpoise have 
been recorded in Scottish waters; however only the harbour 
porpoise and minke whale are regularly spotted in the CMR. 
Other species, which are more occasional visitors, include 
bottlenose dolphins and, more rarely, humpback whales. The 
front that occurs around the Clyde Sea Sill is considered to be 
a key attraction for cetaceans visiting the CMR from spring 
to autumn, due to the mixing of waters and the upwelling of 
nutrients. 

The precise population status of whales, dolphins and 
porpoises occurring in the CMR is unknown, as data are mainly 
restricted to sightings rather than effort-related surveys which 
can give information on absolute abundance. The Clyde Marine 
Mammal Project has recently been established with the aim to 
improve knowledge of whales, dolphins and porpoises in the 
Clyde. Other sources of data include Sea Watch Foundation 
and the Hebridean Whale and Dolphin trust (HWDT). 

Seals 
The Atlantic grey seal and the harbour (common) seal are 
found throughout Scotland’s waters and are both present in 
the CMR, although in lower numbers than elsewhere. Although 
these animals are highly adapted to life in water, they do need 
to return to land at ‘haul-out’ sites to rest, moult and breed. 
The harbour seal is the more common of the two species in the 
CMR and can be found in particular at Sanda Island, at certain 
points on the Mull of Kintyre coastline, the south of Arran, 
around the Isle of Bute and in Loch Fyne. The grey seal is found 
in lower numbers, again at Sanda Island and the south of 
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Arran, but also at Lady Isle off Troon on the Ayrshire coast. The 
latest count for harbour seals in the CMR was 1,167 in 2015, 
up from 811 in 2007. Grey seals were counted at 304 in 2015, 
up from 272 in 2007. 

Potential pressures to seal populations include disturbance, 
pollution (including noise), entanglement, bycatch, a reduction 
in prey distribution and biomass, and collision. Shooting 
of seals is permissible only under licence. There are no 
conservation areas for seals in the CMR; however, in Scotland 
there are 194 designated and protected haul-out sites, five 
of which are in the CMR. It is an offence to intentionally or 
recklessly harass seals at these sites.

What is being done to help? 
The next step for the Clyde Marine Planning Partnership is 
to work with partners to develop policies for the CMR which 
will support action being taken at a national level through the 
National Marine Plan and other policy frameworks and, where 
possible, help reduce localised pressures.

Where can I find out more?
The Clyde Marine Region Assessment has more information 
on these species and on a wider range of topics. You can find 
this at: www.clydemarineplan.scot, or contact us via the details 
below. Find out about the Scottish Sea Anglers Conservation 
Networks Shark tagging programme here: www.ssacn.org/
projects/scottish-shark-tagging-programme-sstp/. The Clyde 
Marine Mammal Project regularly surveys the Clyde for marine 
mammals – learn more about their work here:  
www.clydeporpoise.org/ 


