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OSPAR Convention  

The Convention for the Protection of the 
Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic 
(the “OSPAR Convention”) was opened for 
signature at the Ministerial Meeting of the 
former Oslo and Paris Commissions in Paris 
on 22 September 1992. The Convention 
entered into force on 25 March 1998. It has 
been ratified by Belgium, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, 
Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom 
and approved by the European Community 
and Spain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Convention OSPAR  

La Convention pour la protection du milieu 
marin de l'Atlantique du Nord-Est, dite 
Convention OSPAR, a été ouverte à la 
signature à la réunion ministérielle des 
anciennes Commissions d'Oslo et de Paris,  
à Paris le 22 septembre 1992. La Convention 
est entrée en vigueur le 25 mars 1998.  
La Convention a été ratifiée par l'Allemagne,  
la Belgique, le Danemark, la Finlande,  
la France, l’Irlande, l’Islande, le Luxembourg, 
la Norvège, les Pays-Bas, le Portugal,  
le Royaume-Uni de Grande Bretagne  
et d’Irlande du Nord, la Suède et la Suisse  
et approuvée par la Communauté européenne 
et l’Espagne. 
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OSPAR Background Document for Harbour porpoise 
Phocoena phocoena 

Executive Summary 
This Background Document for Harbour porpoise – Phocoena phocoena - has been developed by OSPAR 
following the inclusion of this species on the OSPAR List of threatened and/or declining species and habitats 
(OSPAR Agreement 2008-6). The document provides a compilation of the reviews and assessments that 
have been prepared concerning this species since the agreement to include it in the OSPAR List in 2003. 
The original evaluation used to justify the inclusion of Phocoena phocoena in the OSPAR List is followed by 
an assessment of the most recent information on its status (distribution, population, condition) and key 
threats prepared during 2009-2010. Chapter 7 provides proposals for the actions and measures that could 
be taken to improve the conservation status of the species. In agreeing to the publication of this document, 
Contracting Parties have indicated the need to further review these proposals. Publication of this background 
document does not, therefore, imply any formal endorsement of these proposals by the OSPAR 
Commission. On the basis of the further review of these proposals, OSPAR will continue its work to ensure 
the protection of Phocoena phocoena, where necessary in cooperation with other competent organisations. 
This background document may be updated to reflect further developments or further information on the 
status of the species which becomes available. 

 

Récapitulatif 
Le présent document de fond sur le marsouin commun a été élaboré par OSPAR à la suite de l’inclusion de 
cette espèce dans la liste OSPAR des espèces et habitats menacés et/ou en déclin (Accord OSPAR 2008-
6). Ce document comporte une compilation des revues et des évaluations concernant cette espèce qui ont 
été préparées depuis qu’il a été convenu de l’inclure dans la Liste OSPAR en 2003. L’évaluation d’origine 
permettant de justifier l’inclusion du marsouin commun dans la Liste OSPAR est suivie d’une évaluation des 
informations les plus récentes sur son statut (distribution, population, condition) et des menaces clés, 
préparée en 2009-2010. Le chapitre 7 fournit des propositions d’actions et de mesures qui pourraient être 
prises afin d’améliorer l’état de conservation de l’espèce. En se mettant d’accord sur la publication de ce 
document, les Parties contractantes ont indiqué la nécessité de réviser de nouveau ces propositions. La 
publication de ce document ne signifie pas, par conséquent que la Commission OSPAR entérine ces 
propositions de manière formelle. A partir de la nouvelle révision de ces propositions, OSPAR poursuivra ses 
travaux afin de s’assurer de la protection du marsouin commun, le cas échéant avec la coopération d’autres 
organisations compétentes. Ce document de fond pourra être actualisé pour tenir compte de nouvelles 
avancées ou de nouvelles informations qui deviendront disponibles sur l’état de l’espèce. 
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1. Background Information 
Phocoena phocoena (Linnaeus, 1767); harbour porpoise, also known as common porpoise; marsouin 
commun (Fr), marsopa común (Es), schweinswal (De). 

 

 

 

P.phocoena is generally a continental shelf species distributed in cold temperate and subarctic waters in the 
Northern Hemisphere (Klinowska, 1991). It is characterised by a blunt short-beaked head and a low wide-
based triangular dorsal fin. Adults are usually less than 1.8 m long and weigh from 45 to 70 kg. Generally, 
P.phocoena occurs singly or in small groups of less than eight individuals. Occasionally, larger schools of up 
to several hundred animals have been reported (ASCOBANS nd). Their prey consists of a wide variety of 
fish and cephalopods, with regional variation of their main prey items. Although small schooling fish (for 
example herring) are important, demersal foraging is characteristic in many areas (Hammond et al., 2008). 

In the eastern North Atlantic, P. phocoena is common and widely distributed on the continental shelf from the 
Barents Sea and Iceland south to the coasts of France and Spain. It is the most abundant cetacean species 
in north-western European shelf waters and extends southward along the African coast to Mauritania 
(Boisseau et al., 2007).  

2. Original Evaluation against the Texel-Faial Selection Criteria 

OSPAR Regions and Dinter Biogeographic Provinces where the species occurs 
OSPAR Regions:    All 

Dinter Biogeographic Provinces:  Warm-temperate waters, Cold-temperate waters, Cold-Arctic 
waters, Warm-temperate pelagic waters, Azores shelf,  Lusitanean 
(Cold/Warm) , Lusitanean-boreal, Cold-temperate pelagic waters, 
Boreal-lusitanean, Boreal Norwegian Coast (Finnmark), Norwegian 
Coast (Westnorwegian), Norwegian Coast (Skagerrak),  South 
Iceland - Faroe Shelf.  

OSPAR Regions and Dinter Biogeographic Provinces where the species is under threat and/or in 
decline 
OSPAR Regions:    II, III  

Dinter Biogeographic Provinces: Warm-temperate waters, Cold-temperate waters, Warm-temperate 
pelagic waters, Lusitanean-boreal, Cold-temperate pelagic waters, 
Boreal-lusitanean, Boreal, Norwegian Coast (Westnorwegian), 
Norwegian Coast (Skagerrak). 
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Original Evaluation against the Texel-Faial criteria for which the species was included on the OSPAR 
List 
There were five nominations for P.phocoena to be included in the OSPAR List of Threatened and/or 
Declining Species and Habitats. The criteria common to all of these were decline and sensitivity, with 
information also provided on threat.  

Global/Regional Importance: The OSPAR Maritime Area in general and the North Sea in particular hosts 
the largest number of P.phocoena individuals in their global distribution pattern across temperate and 
subarctic waters. 

Decline: Declines in abundance of P.phocoena have been reported since the 1940s as well as in more 
recent studies in various parts of its range. P.phocoena has become scarce in the southernmost North Sea, 
English Channel and Bay of Biscay for example (Evans, 2000) and has declined in the Skagerrak and 
Kattegat (Berggren & Arrhenius, 1995 a & b). It was considered to be one of the most common cetaceans in 
Region IV of the OSPAR Maritime Area but sightings and strandings are now only common in certain areas 
for example, western Galician and northern Portuguese coasts (OSPAR, 2000).  

P.phocoena is listed on Appendix II of the Bern Convention and Annexes II and IV of the Bonn Convention. 
In 2008, IUCN has assessed the global status of the harbour porpoise as being of Least Concern [Ver 3.1] 
(Hammond et al., 2008). 

Sensitivity: P.phocoena is known to be sensitive to poor water quality, including toxic contaminants which 
bio-accumulate over time. It has been shown that organochlorines impair the immune and endocrine 
systems (Beineke et al., 2005; Jepson et al., 2005; Das et al., 2006). A strong increase in infectious disease 
mortality was shown in British harbour porpoises to correlate with PCB levels above 17 mg/kg lipid (Jepson 
et al., 2005). Beineke et al., (2005) also found indications for contaminant-induced immunosuppression in 
harbour porpoises stranded on the German Baltic coast.  

Like all odontocetes, P.phocoena uses sound for navigation, finding food and communication and is 
therefore sensitive to acoustic pollution. P.phocoena is amongst the fastest reproducing cetacean but 
depleted populations are nevertheless likely to take decades rather than years to recover (Read & Hohn, 
1995). 

As a relatively small marine mammal, P.phocoena has a tight energy budget and needs to feed very 
frequently. It is therefore highly sensitive to changes in food availability, for example, caused by overfishing 
or other changes in environmental conditions (Read & Hohn, 1995). 

Threats: Small cetaceans, including P.phocoena were taken for human consumption from the OSPAR 
Maritime Area until this was made illegal in 1970 (Klinowska, 1991).  

The main threat to this species in the OSPAR Maritime Area today is incidental capture and drowning in 
fishing nets. For example, the Danish gillnet fishery has been estimated to take more than 4600 animals a 
year (IWC, 1996). In the Celtic Sea, by-catch rates have been estimated at more than 6% of the population 
per year (Tregenza et al., 1997), while in the Swedish Kattegat surveys in 1996 & 1997 calculated by-catch 
levels of 1.2% and 2.4% of the population in the set net fishery for cod and pollock. The International 
Whaling Commission (IWC)/ASCOBANS working group on P.phocoena advised a maximum annual 
anthropogenic removal (including by-catch), assuming no uncertainty in any parameter, of 1.7% of the 
population size per year if the population is to be non-declining (ASCOBANS, 2000). This has subsequently 
been developed as an OSPAR Ecological Quality Objective (EcoQO), which is currently being assessed.  

Other threats to this species are marine pollution, for example from toxic substances that bio-accumulate and 
are known to reduce reproductive fitness (Jepson et al., 1999; Siebert et al. 1999; Das et al. 2004; Jepson et 
al., 2005), as well as acoustic disturbance (from shipping traffic, oil exploration, military activities, etc.) that 
may reduce available habitat. Single or multiple exposures to intense sound, especially from seismic 
surveys, pile driving and underwater explosions, may also lead directly to impaired hearing. 
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