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KEEP YOUR DISTANCE! – remember, a seal is a wild animal and 
will run away or defend itself if it feels threatened. Thirty meters 
is a sensible distance to watch the animal.

ZADZWOŃMY!  
notify the WWF Blue Patrol tel. +48 795 536 009
or Hel Marine Station tel. +48 601 889 940

ASK OTHERS TO KEEP THEIR DISTANCE! – let’s admire the Baltic 
creatures together and begin some new, beautiful friendships 
along the way! 

 SPOTTED A SEAL ON THE BEACH? 
CALL THE BLUE PATROL          
   +48 795 536 009 
OR HEL MARINE STATION 
   +48 601 889 940
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THE BLUE GUIDE
There is a lot happening on the Baltic beaches. It’s where the 
land, the sea, and the air come together. It’s also where wild 
animals cross paths with people – those who live there on a daily 
basis and those who come visit for just a few days.
 
In addition, the Baltic Sea is a place of contention for many groups 
of interest with differing perspectives on how the sea should be 
used – for tourism, fisheries, science, nature conservation, and 
many more purposes. Sometimes these perspectives are difficult 
to reconcile. In the end, though, almost all of us want the sea to 
be healthy, resilient to climate change, free of contamination, and 
available to both people and animals.

A lot depends on our awareness and our perception of the sea. 
The Baltic is not a bottomless well of resources from which we 
can take as much as we want. It’s a sensitive ecosystem formed 
by hundreds of organisms, each of which is important to the 
environment and has a part to play. We, too, have a role to 
perform. Our decisions and knowledge of how to protect the sea 
will decide the fate of its animal inhabitants.
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MAMMALS  
OF THE BALTIC 

The Baltic is home to three species of seal: the grey seal, the 
harbour seal, and the ringed seal. Each of them is unique in its 
own way. There’s also another resident – the porpoise – a distant 
cousin of the dolphin, as it is sometimes called. You can learn 
more about the porpoise further in this Guide!

Although these animals are an ever more common sight in Baltic 
waters and on its beaches, many beach goers still don’t really 
know how to behave in their presence. People usually go near 
a resting animal, try to take photos with it or even touch it. This 
may end badly for both the mammal, who cannot escape and will 
defend itself, and for the intrusive observer. Sometimes people 
try to push a seal lying on the beach back into the water by any 
means, they pour water over it, or try to feed it. You mustn’t do 
this! When a seal comes ashore, it means it needs to get some 
rest or is sick. A beach is not the habitat of domestic dogs. Choose 
beaches that are dog-friendly and clearly marked as such.

Remember to keep your dog leashed!
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A BIT OF HISTORY
As recently as the beginning of the 20th century, around 100,000 
grey seals inhabited the Baltic Sea. Their colonies were found in 
the whole Baltic basin, from the shores of Finland and Sweden 
in the north to the shores of Poland and Germany in the south. 
A colony of approximately 1,000 individuals lived in the Gdańsk 
Pomerania area.

The turn of the 20th century marks a significant decline in grey 
seal numbers. At the end of the 1970s their population dropped to 
just 3,000 because of intensive hunting. Being a common sight in 
Baltic waters, grey seals were considered to be pests responsible 
for destroying nets and competing for fish with local fishers. 
What’s more, since the 1950s seals’ health has been getting 
poorer, mainly due to toxins entering their bodies with the food. 
At one point grey seals almost completely disappeared from the 
southern Baltic, including Polish waters.

Currently the Baltic grey seal population (a separate subspecies) is 
estimated at ca. 30,000 individuals (only about 30% of its natural 
state 100 years ago!). Since the 1980s the population has been 
systematically climbing and has remained at a steady level for the 
past couple of years.

GREY 
SEAL

up to   
300 cm

up to
300 kg

35-40 years
fish herring, sprat,  
whitefish, vendace,  
and to a lesser  
extent cod and salmon 
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WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?
Grey seals are the largest Baltic seals. Their coats vary greatly in 
colour, from dark brown to light grey. Males are always uniformly 
dark, while females have light grey backs and creamy white bellies 
with irregular dark spots. These spots form a pattern which is 
unique to each individual, much like human fingerprints. 

Grey seals have elongated, dog-like snouts, which in adult males 
are characteristically curved. They have distinctive W-shaped 
nostrils, which make them easy to recognise.

WHERE CAN YOU SEE IT?
The biggest groups of grey seals can be found along the western 
coast of Estonia, south-western shores of Finland, and in northern 
Sweden. For the past few years we have been able to observe 
seals regularly in the Vistula estuary within the Mewia Łacha 
nature reserve. 2016 saw a record-breaking sighting, when 294 
individuals were observed there at the same time.

fish herring, sprat,  
whitefish, vendace,  
and to a lesser  
extent cod and salmon 
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HOW DOES IT LIVE?
Grey seals are herd animals. They are amphibious. Their 
movements on land are slow and clumsy, but they are very agile in 
water. They are expert swimmers and divers, and typically remain 
under water for around 10 minutes, but can stay submerged for 
up to 30 minutes. They can swim on their bellies and their backs. 
They can sleep on land, but also floating on water and even under 
the surface, in which case they come up for air unconsciously 
without waking. They like spending long hours motionless, basking 
in the sun. The grey seal is a migratory species. Young individuals 
often make long, solitary trips (exceeding 1,000 kilometres). Seals 
appetites change with the seasons and one animal can eat from 5 
to 9 kilograms of fish every day. In search of food they are able to 
dive as deep as 200 metres.

REPRODUCTION
Grey seal pups are born at the end of February and the beginning 
of March. In the Baltic seals give birth both on ice floes and on 
shore. Initially pups are covered in creamy white fur called lanugo, 
which they shed within the first three weeks of their life. For three 
weeks young seals accumulate fat reserves for the next weeks 
they will spend on their own. After weaning the mother leaves the 
pup, which stays on land for the next 2-3 weeks.
Soon after giving birth, the female begins to mate. At that time 
males fight with each other and the strongest ones choose the 
best territories, where they establish their harems. A harem 
usually consists of ten to twenty females.

DID YOU KNOW?

Seal pups are raised on their mums’ fatty milk with fat 
content as high as 40-50%! No wonder they  
can gain 2.5 kilograms of weight daily in the first days.
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WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?
It’s not easy to tell a male from a female, because they don’t look 
noticeably different. Their body colouration varies from light grey 
to dark brown and they usually have small, dark spots. The short 
snout in this species resembles that of a cat, their eyes are big and 
set close together. A light-coloured rim can often be seen around 
the eye.

REPRODUCTION
Pups are born on the shore away from the herd at the end of June 
and the beginning of July. They look similar to adults. Unlike grey 
and ringed seals, harbour seal pups are born without lanugo. 
Females are caring mothers and, in case of danger, they push their 
young into the water by hitting them with the flippers. Once in 
water, they support the pups with their bodies and swim away to 
a quieter location. Pups drink mother’s milk for 4-6 weeks. After 
that period they begin their independent lives, however they still 
remain under mother’s supervision for some time.

up to 
170 cm

up to
170 kg

up to   
36 years

fish
herring, sardines, 
salmon, plaice, cod
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WHERE CAN YOU SEE IT?
This species usually stays in shallow waters near sandy or pebble 
beaches. Harbour seals are normally seen swimming alone or in 
small groups, and when they haul out, they don’t get too close 
to each other. They are very shy, yet curious at the same time. 
Harbour seals mate and breed in September and early October 
after the moulting period. The size of the Baltic harbour seal 
population was estimated at the beginning of the 20th century to 
be around 5,000 individuals. Now it’s estimated at around 800. 
They are extremely rare visitors to our seaside, although their 
nearest colony is located only ca. 250 kilometres away from our 
coast.

In 2018 and 2019 a harbour seal dubbed Celebrity was a frequent 
visitor to our beaches. The WWF Blue Patrol intervened over 100 
times because of it! It was spotted along the whole Polish coast 
from Piaski all the way to Międzyzdroje.
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WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?
The smallest of the Baltic seals, also known as nerpa. It grows to 
125-160 centimetres in length. Females are smaller than males 
(usually up to 145 centimetres). They are usually greyish brown 
with characteristic bright patterns of elongated rings, to which 
they owe their name. They have small heads, short snouts, and 
short necks. They can be identified by big, close set eyes, V-shaped 
nostrils, and bright, beaded tactile hairs (whiskers). 

WHERE CAN YOU SEE IT?
Ringed seals spend most of their lives in the northern part of the 
Baltic Sea, which is covered by ice in the winter season. This is 
due to the fact that in this species breeding and rearing is highly 
dependent on the presence of ice and snow.

up to
160 cm

up to
100 kg

up to
45 yaers

fish
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REPRODUCTION
Pups are born in late February and early March on ice floes and 
ice fields in lairs built of snow and ice by females. A newborn pup 
is covered in white, thick fur (lanugo) and stays safely in the lair, 
hidden from dangers. In the first months of its life, the pup sheds 
lanugo and its coat turns into adult colour. During this period the 
pup needs to learn independence by observing its mother.

At the beginning of the 20th century there were around 200,000 
nerpas in the Baltic. Hunting and environmental contamination 
caused their numbers to dwindle. Currently, the Baltic population 
of the ringed seal is estimated at 10,000 to 20,000 individuals. 
Today their main threat is climate change. Warm winters mean 
there is less snow and ice, which the ringed seals need to give 
birth and raise their young. Ringed seals are very rarely seen on 
the Polish Baltic coast.
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Bycatch, i.e. accidental entanglement in fishing nets, is presently 
the leading cause of death for these animals. Most of the bycatch 
victims are young seals, who perish in the nets even as soon as 
a few weeks after they’re born. Young seals lack experience that 
would enable them to recognise the danger. As a result, they get 
caught in the nets and die of asphyxiation. April, May, and June 
are the most critical months. Each year as many as 2,000 seals are 
killed by fishing nets in the Baltic region.

Disturbance of seal haul-out sites. Rapid expansion of tourism 
and the associated presence of humans mean that seals are 
bothered in places where they naturally occur. At the same time, 
they cannot go back to their historic breeding grounds, which 
they had previously occupied. On the Polish coast these include 
primarily: Mewia Łacha, Ryf Mew, and the Hel Cape. Beaches 
located within the national parks could become new seal habitats, 
because they’re not visited by tourists as much. 

Growing competition for habitats. More often than not we view 
the beach as a place of leisure just for us, forgetting that it is the 
primary living environment for seals and birds, and that we are 
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only guests there. Pushing animals out of their natural habitats 
poses a serious threat. Resting, breeding, and moulting animals 
need to be left alone. They have the right to live alongside us in 
peace.

Environmental pollution.  In the past seals’ reproductive success 
was significantly affected by halogenated compounds (PCBs), 
which accumulated in their tissues, hampering the females’ ability 
to become pregnant or leading to foetal damage. Thanks to a 
reduction in the level of contamination with these compounds 
the health of females in the Baltic has improved greatly in recent 
years. Keep in mind, however, that contaminants compromise 
seal’s immune system, making them more prone to parasitic 
infestations. 
Plastic pollution, including microplastics, also takes a toll on the 
Baltic seals. Plastic waste such as bags, fragments of fishing nets, 
or tyres may become traps, capturing animals and cutting into 
their bodies. Smaller objects like cigarette butts, labels, or straws 
may be accidentally swallowed and make its way into the digestive 
tract. 

HOW CAN WE HELP GREY SEALS?
The survival of the grey seal in its natural habitat depends 
primarily on humans. If we want seals to visit the Polish coast 
more often and be safe here, we should make sure there are 
places, where they could live and raise their young undisturbed.

DID YOU KNOW?

According to the Polish law all seal species occurring 
naturally in Poland are covered by species-specific 
protection. It is prohibited to intentionally scare or kill 
them and destroy their habitats or refuges.
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Few people know what the porpoise looks like, even though it 
lives in the Baltic... Why is that? 
Porpoises aren’t as gregarious as their dolphin relatives and 
generally avoid contact with humans. It is estimated that there are 
only 500 porpoises left in the Baltic. Their secretive nature makes 
it difficult to meet them in the wild.

 

The Baltic Sea porpoise population is considered critically 
endangered (according to the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature – IUCN). Under the Polish law porpoises 
are strictly protected and require active protection. It is prohibited 
to intentionally scare and kill them or destroy their habitats and 
refuges. Although the population of the porpoise in the Baltic is 
very small, we still have a chance to save it.

up to
180 cm

up to
70 kg

15 years 
max 24 years

fish
herring, gobies,  
cod, shellfish
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DID YOU KNOW?

The porpoise is a mammal, not a fish!

HARBOUR  
PORPOISE
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A BIT OF HISTORY
At the beginning of the 20th century porpoises were abundant 
in the Baltic Sea. In the 1920s Polish authorities set a prize for 
catching or killing a porpoise, blaming this species for destroying 
fishing nets and treating it as a competition to the fishers. The 
Baltic harbour porpoise population decreased significantly around 
the middle of the 20th century, which is why at that time in 
Poland encounters with porpoises became rare. Some time later 
the species disappeared from Swedish waters, too. It is estimated 
that in less than 100 years the population of harbour porpoise in 
the Baltic Sea has dropped even by a factor of one hundred.

WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?
Harbour porpoises are among the smallest whales in the world. 
Their females are smaller than males. Harbour porpoises 
have stout, spindle-shaped bodies. The front of their heads is 
rounded. They have spade-shaped teeth, which are unique to 
the porpoise family. Porpoises have elastic, hairless skin with 
delicate epidermis. Dark grey, almost black colour on their backs 
transitions into shades of grey on the sides and becomes brighter 
on the belly. Their dorsal fin resembles the shape of an equilateral 
triangle. Their tail fin has a median notch and rounded ends, and 
is located horizontally on a laterally flattened caudal peduncle.
It is very difficult to observe a live harbour porpoise in the wild. 
Most of the times all you can see is just the top of the head with a 
blowhole and a small, triangular, black dorsal fin emerging briefly 
from the water.
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WHERE CAN YOU SEE IT?
The range of the harbour porpoise is restricted to coastal zones 
in cold and temperate waters of the Northern Hemisphere. 
Separate porpoise populations live along the North American 
Atlantic coast, in the European part of the North Sea, in the Baltic 
Sea, and also in the Black Sea. In the Mediterranean Sea they are 
seen sporadically. In the Baltic encounters are most likely near the 
coasts of Denmark and Germany in the transitional zone from the 
Danish straits to the Baltic Proper. In Poland you can most often 
spot them in the Gdańsk Bay and the Puck Bay, where mainly 
young individuals have been reported.

HOW DOES IT LIVE?
Porpoises usually live alone or in small groups of 2-3 individuals. 
They sometimes form larger groups of up to 50 individuals 
in the feeding season or during migrations. They are found 
predominantly in the coastal zone. Harbour porpoises are very 
shy. They typically stay near the surface or dive looking for food, 
occasionally feeding off the bottom. They don’t approach boats 
and ships and rarely jump out of the water.

ECHOLOCATION
Harbour porpoises use echolocation and that’s why sounds play 
a major part in their lives. While swimming, they emit sounds at 
very high frequencies above human hearing, which travel through 
water and bounce off any object in their way. These sounds are 
called clicks. A sound reflected from an object returns to the 
porpoise in the form of an echo. Its brain is then able to create a 
sort of a map of the surroundings, helping it to avoid obstacles 
and chase the prey.
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REPRODUCTION AND LIFESPAN
Males reach reproductive maturity at the age of 4 or 5, while 
females a year later. The mating season spans summer months 
(May to September). After an 11-month long pregnancy one calf is 
born, often just once every two years. Births of young porpoises 
are reported in coastal zones between May and early August. The 
suckling period lasts from 8 to 10 months.

There have been no births in the Polish waters reported, although 
there were instances of bycatch of pregnant and lactating females. 
Reproduction has proved to be very problematic in captivity as 
well. Because restoring the population of the harbour porpoise is 
so difficult, this species will not be able to grow in numbers in the 
Baltic Sea quickly. European harbour porpoises live up to 15 years. 
7- to 8-year-old individuals make the bulk of the population.

THREATS   
The main threat to harbour porpoises is the widespread use of 
bottom set gillnets in Baltic fisheries. This type of net is made of 
strong, but very thin nylon threads, which are impossible to be 
recognised by the porpoises in the water column. The animals 
run into them in pursuit of the fish. Desperate attempts to escape 
only result in the animal becoming entangled even more. Once 
trapped, the animal dies of asphyxiation.

 
Acoustic pollution is also very dangerous to porpoises. Noise 
generated by propellers and engines of various vessels (motor 
boats, jet skis etc.), as well as some hydrotechnical activities and 
explosions carried out on military training grounds can scare 
the porpoises away and interfere with their ability to echolocate. 
In areas where the level of external noises is high the animals 
become disoriented and have trouble finding fish, communicating, 
recognising obstacles and so on. 
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HOW TO SAVE THE HARBOUR PORPOISE?
The following section contains some tips on how those who use 
the sea can take care of harbour porpoises!

If you meet a porpoise while sailing the Baltic – note its position, 
as well as the distance from the boat and probable direction of its 
journey. Turn off the echo-sounder when it’s not in use. We may 
not hear it, but the signals sent out by the device interfere with the 
porpoises’ ability to navigate!

Clean up after yourself. Litter left on or near the beaches can 
end up in the sea, where it can be mistaken for food or turn into 
dangerous traps for animals.

It is also necessary to introduce fishing nets which are safer for 
marine mammals, use warning devices (pingers) attached to the 
nets, and create special protected zones or protective periods in 
regions where porpoises reproduce or where females stay with 
their young!
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BIRDS

BIRDS ON THE BEACH
There are a lot of animals on the beach. Not all of us are aware 
of the fact that some birds, like the common ringed plover, use 
beaches as their nesting sites – they prefer to nest on the sand 
rather than high up on trees or hidden among the reeds. Whether 
the nest survives and the birds will be able to successfully rear the 
brood depends to a large extent on us.

How to behave on the beach?
1. If you find a nest – stay at least 70 metres away from it. 

The parents may sense the danger and abandon the nest, 
causing it to become too hot or too cool.

2. Don’t come near to take a photo. Taking photos of a nesting 
ringed plover, its nest, eggs, or chicks is strictly prohibited. 
Getting too close to the nest may result in parents leaving it for 
up to an hour.

3. Observe to see if the bird gets nervous because of your 
presence. If so, take a few steps back.

4. Dogs running freely on the beach are the leading cause of 
chick loss among the common ringed plover. Chicks stand 
no chance against canines. Dogs can hurt the birds or damage 
the eggs.
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5. Birds’ nests are often located near dunes and are 
camouflaged so well that it’s not easy to spot them. That’s why 
it’s better to keep closer to the centre of the beach or near the 
water.

By reporting the sightings of common ringed plovers, little terns, 
common terns, sandwich terns, or oystercatchers you also play a 
part in effective protection of these species. Your information will 
help monitor and take care of their nesting sites.
 
As part of its activities WWF Poland created the WWF Blue Patrol 
whose members collect information about the sightings of marine 
mammals and birds on the Polish coast. If you happen to see any of 
the species presented in this guide between the end of April and the 
end of August, take a photo of it without getting too close and send it 
to baza@wwf.pl along with details about the place, date, and time of 
observation.
 
The number of beach-nesting birds has been dropping systematically 
in the last 20-30 years and only by actively protecting these species 
can we stop this trend.
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COMMON 
RINGED  
PLOVER

The common ringed plover can be identified by orange legs 
and base of the beak in the breeding season, as well as a 
characteristic white stripe visible on the wing in flight. It has a 
black mask around the eyes. Common ringed plovers are very 
similar to little ringed plovers, although the latter species has pale 
pink legs, a yellow ring around the eye, and a slimmer body.

This starling-sized bird nests on sandy, sparsely covered sea and 
river beaches. It builds its nests directly on the ground in small pits 
near the water. It nests individually, albeit groupings of several 
couples are sometimes found. The species is also seen nesting 
within tern colonies. Females lay between 2 and 4 finely speckled 
eggs. Their sandy hue blends in with the surroundings, which 
helps to protect them against predators.

The most critical time in a common ringed plover’s life comes 
right after the chicks have hatched. Even though they are 
precocial, they remain extremely vulnerable to predation until 
they learn to fly, which takes 24 days from hatching.
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Common ringed plovers feed on invertebrates, including molluscs, 
shellfish, and insects. When they hunt, they stand looking for the 
prey and, once they spot it, they run up to it. On the coast they 
search for food in areas flooded by waves

The common ringed plover is a migratory species. It breeds 
in Poland, but overwinters in Western Europe, including Spain, 
France, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. It’s very 
gregarious outside of the nesting period and spends time with 
representatives of both its own species and other plover species. 
Thanks to our efforts the Pomeranian population is growing 
and already counts 90 breeding pairs! However, the domestic 
population is shrinking dramatically. Currently there are 250 
breeding pairs.

It’s the most common tern species in Poland.
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It is a middle-sized bird, comparable to a small seagull. It’s easily 
identifiable by a black cap, a red beak with a black tip, and 
equally red legs.

It nests on sand and lays 2-3 eggs. Just like in other tern species, 
the eggs are hard to spot on the ground. Common terns can nest 
individually, but they prefer to form nesting colonies. Both parents 
sit on the eggs. Young terns remain in parents’ care for over a 
month after they have learnt to fly, practising the demanding art 
of catching fish. Common terns start breeding at the age of 3 or 4. 

Common terns can adapt their menu to local conditions. Besides 
small fish, they eat invertebrates such as snails and insects. They 
share their hunting technique with other tern species – they 
search for fish swimming under the surface and attack them from 
the air. Another strategy is a “stakeout”, whereby they sit on a 
bridge or a breakwater looking out for the prey.

COMMON 
TERN
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Common terns undertake long journeys to overwintering grounds 
on the coasts of Western and Southern Africa. They migrate in 
large groups shortly after the brooding period.

Although the common tern is the most frequently encountered 
species of tern in Poland, it doesn’t mean it’s numerous. It’s less 
often seen on the coast than inland. Until now their colonies were 
mainly located at the mouth of the Przekop Wisły canal and in the 
Gdańsk port. They can be seen most often in river valleys.

DID YOU KNOW?

What’s the difference between a seagull and a tern?
Unlike seagulls, all terns have distinctive forked tails and a 
specific way of hunting. A tern first hovers above the water 
and then dives straight down, aiming for the fish swimming 
close to the surface.
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SANDWICH 
TERN

It’s the rarest of tern species breeding in Poland. There is only one 
breeding colony at the mouth of the Przekop Wisły canal. During 
migrations sandwich terns can be most often seen on the coast.

It’s the size of the black-headed gull. It has a black cap on top of 
its head and a small crest at the back of its head – only visible, 
when the bird puffs out its feathers. Its bill and legs are also 
black. The bill ends with a distinct yellow tip.

Sandwich terns live in groups. They nest on sand or between 
rocks. They lay 1 or 2 sandy yellow or greenish eggs. Sandwich 
terns build their nests close to each other and their breeding 
colonies very often develop next to the breeding grounds of black-
headed gulls, herring gulls, and common terns. After a month-long 
incubation the hatchlings stay under their parents’ supervision 
for a few days, and then spend the next week or two in a special 
nursery knows as a creche, where all the chicks are banded 
together and fed by all the adults. When the adults go out to find 
food, the chicks are left with guardians.
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Sandwich terns mostly eat small fish swimming close to the 
surface. However, in order to get food they can dive, plunging into 
the water from several metres.

Sandwich terns undertake long journeys to overwinter on the 
African coast, reaching as far as its southernmost tips. Young terns 
don’t come back to the breeding grounds the following year. They 
stay in the overwintering areas for another year and return to the 
nesting sites when they’re two years old.

The sandwich tern colony at the mouth of the Przekop Wisły canal 
has existed since 2007 (prior to that terns were nesting there 
irregularly throughout the 20th century). Depending on the year 
the colony consisted of between 100 and 770 pairs. In 2006 they 
also nested in the port of Gdynia.
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LITTLE  
TERN

It’s the smallest species of tern found in Poland, comparable in 
size to the common starling. It can be distinguished from other 
terns by a black cap and a white forehead, a yellow beak with a 
black tip, and yellow legs. Little terns are gregarious birds. They 
usually nest in colonies, although single nests are sometimes 
found as well. It is a monogamous species. The breeding season 
starts at the end of April and the beginning of May.

Little terns nest in small colonies. They scrape their nests in the 
sand and lay 2-3 tawny or olive yellow eggs. The chicks keep close 
to the nest for around 3 weeks, until they learn to fly, and then 
they remain under their parents’ care for the next 15 days.

The little tern’s diet consists mainly of small fish up to a few 
centimetres long and invertebrates. They travel long distances and 
when it’s winter in Poland, they migrate to the coasts of Western 
and South-Western Africa or the Red Sea.

The population size of the little tern in Poland is estimated at 900 
to 1,000 pairs. They are rarely seen on the coast. Some nests were 
confirmed only at the mouth of the Przekop Wisły canal and in the 
Gdańsk port. The rest of the population nests in river valleys
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OYSTERCATCHER

You can’t mistake the oystercatcher for any other bird species 
thanks to its pink legs, a reddish orange bill, and red eyes. Its 
plumage is black and white. The oystercatcher is the size of the 
crow.

Oystercatchers live largely in the Oder and Vistula river valleys. 
The breeding grounds located at the mouth of the Przekop 
Wisły canal and in the Beka nature reserve are used by them 
sporadically. Eggs, typically 2 or 3, are laid directly on the sand, 
always in close proximity to the water. Oystercatchers mate for the 
first time at the age of 3 or 4. They have only one mating season in 
a year, beginning in mid-May. Mating is preceded by courtship.

Because of their low numbers, in Poland they generally nest 
individually. They are monogamous and very faithful to their 
partners. Chicks stay under the parents’ care for about a month.

Oystercatchers feed on invertebrates – mussels, shellfish, 
polychaetes, and insect larvae. They also eat fish, but very rarely.

In Poland the oystercatcher’s population is only 20 breeding pairs. 
They winter mainly in Western Europe and return to Poland in 
March and April. Departures last till October.

©
 A

ni
a 

Ka
ss

ol
ik

 / 
Bł

ęk
itn

y 
Pa

tro
l W

W
F



30

HOW YOU CAN HELP?
HAVE YOU SEEN A SEAL?
Call the WWF Blue Patrol +48 795 536 009  
or Hel Marine Station  +48 601 889 940

to get more advice on what to do next. Your call is very important 
to us, because any information helps us better protect the Baltic 
seals. Add these numbers to the contact list in your phone.
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PORPOISE ON THE SHORE
While on the beach, you can encounter a porpoise. It would most 
likely be dead, but you may happen to find a live animal stuck 
on the shore. Unlike seals, porpoises live only in water. Their 
presence on land is a sign of trouble. No matter the state the 
found animal is in, make a call to: 
the WWF Blue Patrol +48 795 536 009
or Hel Marine Station +48 601 889 940
Your information will help us protect the porpoise population in 
the Baltic.

Remember! If you find a live porpoise stranded on the beach, 
don’t let any onlookers or animals come near it. Make sure it’s not 
disturbed. 

Don’t push it back into the water! Pour water over its body, but 
be very careful to avoid its blowhole, which is located at the top of 
its head!
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BIRDS ON THE BEACH
Be mindful of the birds on the beach! People are not the only 
creatures enjoying the beach. It’s essentially a feeding, resting, 
and breeding ground for birds. The nests are camouflaged against 
intruders so well that it is very hard to notice them, which means 
they can be unwittingly trampled by people. Dogs are by far the 
greatest danger to nests and chicks. Fluffy chicks weighing less 
than a scoop of ice cream make an easy prey. You will do the birds 
a huge favour if you choose to walk your dog somewhere else 
than the beach.

Don’t sunbathe or build bonfires close to nesting areas. Pick a 
place where you won’t disturb the birds.

Birds sitting on eggs and rearing their young need to be left 
alone! Scared by people they may abandon the nest or the chicks, 
which will in turn leave them more open to predation. If you see 
an agitated bird trying to attract your attention, you’re most likely 
close to its nest. In this case, walk away immediately and let the 
birds take care of their offspring in peace.

Note if there are any ATVs or other vehicles being operated on the 
beach. If so, notify
the WWF Blue Patrol +48 795 536 009
Such vehicles pose an extreme danger to nests and chicks!

Rapid changes in water level are yet another threat to shorebirds, 
because quickly rising waters can flood the nests. Transforming 
river valleys and sea shores also puts birds in jeopardy. Any 
activities which may disturb or damage nesting sites are a great 
hazard.
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WWF  
BLUE  
PATROL

The WWF Blue Patrol is a group of 200 volunteers, who live 
along the Polish coast near the beaches. Their main task is to help 
marine mammals – seals and porpoises – found on the Polish 
coast of the Baltic Sea. They also carry out seabird observations, 
engage in active protection of the ringed tern’s nesting sites, 
monitor the coast for environmental hazards, and educate their 
local communities.

Monitoring and helping mammals and birds is not everything 
the volunteers of the WWF Blue Patrol do. In the 11 years of its 
existence the WWF Blue Patrol has organised many educational 
events at picnics and festivals, in kindergartens, schools, and 
holiday resorts, and even during beach interventions.

Since the start the WWF Blue Patrol has made nearly three 
thousand observations of seals in the Baltic, helped deploy 
protective nets over the ringed plover’s nests, and located 56 
plover broods between 2017 and 2019. In 2015 the WWF Blue 
Patrol volunteers assisted in the dissection of a 40-tonne fin 
whale!
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The volunteers of the WWF Blue Patrol are also the initiators 
and co-organisers of environmental campaigns such as the 
beach clean-up in the Mewia Łacha nature reserve and the “Clean 
Beach” action between Kołobrzeg and Dźwirzyno. 

IF YOU FIND A SEAL OR A PORPOISE ON THE BEACH, CALL
the WWF Blue Patrol +48 795 536 009
or Hel Marine Station  +48 601 889 940
If you live near a beach and want to help save the nature and 
wildlife of the Baltic Sea, become the WWF Blue Patrol volunteer! 
Find out more at wwf.pl

WHO ARE THE WWF BLUE PATROL VOLUNTEERS?

51% men 

49% women 

The youngest is  12 years old 

The oldest is  76 

Office workers, teachers, fishers, 
sailors, students, pensioners,  
and many more
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WWF  
POLAND

In the previous sections we have presented the animal species 
that we focus on in our activities. Thanks to this knowledge, we are 
able not only to protect the environment better, but also to make 
better observations when spending time at the seaside. Now we’d 
like to say a few words about ourselves.

The WWF Foundation is one of the biggest international nature 
conservation organisations. Since its beginnings 60 years ago WWF 
has launched, managed, or contributed to 21,600 conservation 
projects in 154 countries, helping to establish 270 national parks. 
The organisation works with multiple partners, including state 
authorities, NGOs, entrepreneurs, and private individuals. It 
also serves as an independent advisor in matters concerning 
environmental protection to many institutions and governments 
around the world. WWF is supported by almost 5 million 
members. In Poland WWF is currently working to protect rivers, 
the Baltic Sea, forests, and climate, and to promote sustainable 
development and traditional, eco-friendly farming.

Find out more at: www.wwf.pl
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Started out as a student group and became an association in 1996. 
For 35 years the group has been advancing the knowledge of the 
charadriiformes in Poland, mainly in the Gdańsk Bay and on the 
Polish coast of the Baltic Sea. The group’s most important activity 
is the organisation of science camps, during which water birds are 
ringed. Everyone is invited to take part in a camp and help with 
the research, while discovering the birds from up close under 
the supervision of more experienced campers. In the past the 
camps took place in Rewa, Jastarnia, or Mechelinki, among others. 
Nowadays they are held at the mouth of the Przekop Wisły canal. 
The choice of location is partly connected with the need to ensure 
the protection of terns nesting there. Members of KULING have 
set an educational trail through the Mewia Łacha nature reserve, 
they monitor the sandbanks, and react to emerging threats 
associated mostly with human activity.

Find out more at: www.kuling.org.pl

KULING
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Marine Station of the Oceanography Institute of Gdańsk 
University

The history of Hel Marine Station dates back to 1977. Today it’s 
the most important study centre for endangered marine species 
in Poland. The team working at the Station conducts research and 
conservation activities related to the Baltic Sea mammals, fish 
species of the Baltic littoral zone, and their habitats. Thanks to 
their efforts a seal sanctuary was created. The sanctuary conducts 
research, breeds, displays, cures, and rehabilitates seals. There 
are five grey seals living permanently in the sanctuary – two males 
and three females. The seal sanctuary serves a crucial educational 
purpose. Each year it attracts thousands of tourists, who can listen 
to talks or see an exhibition devoted to the relationship between 
humans, seals, and their habitat. The Marine Station also has a 
special “seal clinic”, where sick or injured marine mammals can be 
treated.

Find out more at:
www.hel.ug.edu.pl
www.fokarium.pl
www.morswin.pl

HEL  
MARINE  
STATION
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ABOUT THE PROJECT

Project “Conservation of marine mammals and sea birds – 
continuation” A partnership project of the WWF Poland Foundation, 
Hel Marine Station, and Waterbird Research Group Kuling. Project 
“Conservation of marine mammals and sea birds – continuation”
A partnership project of the WWF Poland Foundation, Hel 
Marine Station, and Waterbird Research Group Kuling aiming 
at increasing the protection of marine mammals – seals and 
porpoises – as well as coastal nesting sites of birds (the common 
ringed plover, the little tern, the sandwich tern, the common 
tern, and the oystercatcher) against anthropogenic pressures; 
minimising interactions between marine mammals, sea birds and 
the fisheries (especially important for the critically endangered 
Baltic population of the harbour porpoise); collecting scientific 
data on marine mammals; monitoring the species, their habitats, 
and existing threats; as well as monitoring the migration routes 
of seals. At the same time field inspections are being continued 
along the whole Polish coast. Our 200 volunteers work to protect 
marine mammals, sea birds, and their habitats, for instance by 
temporarily securing seals hauling out on beaches and actively 
safeguarding nesting sites of birds.

The project fosters dialogue between various stakeholders 
engaged in marine conservation and marine business.
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This will help increase the level of acceptance of measures 
taken to protect the harbour porpoise and other species 
covered by the project among the main stakeholders, which 
should in turn lower the risk for marine mammals and sea birds 
in the long run.
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The project “Ochrona ssaków i ptaków morskich – kontynuacja” (nr POIS.02.04.00-
00-0042/18) is co-financed by the European Union from the Cohesion Fund under the 
Operational Programme Infrastructure and Environment.
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WHAT TO DO IF YOU FIND A SEAL
 
KEEP YOUR DISTANCE! – remember, a seal is a wild animal and 
will run away or defend itself if it feels threatened. Thirty meters 
is a sensible distance to watch the animal.

MAKE A CALL!
notify the WWF Blue Patrol tel. +48 795 536 009 
or Hel Marine Station tel. +48 601 889 940

ASK OTHERS TO KEEP THEIR DISTANCE! 
– let’s admire the Baltic creatures together and begin some new, 
beautiful friendships along the way!

KEEP YOUR DOG LEASHED! – your four-legged friend surely is 
a great company, but the animals living on the beach may be 
afraid of it! Remember that we are guests in their home!


