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Introduction
Along the southern coastline of the outer Moray Firth in northeast Scotland (57°41'N,2°00'W) (Figure 1), bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) exhibit
a consistent spatial distribution throughout the summer and autumn months (Robinson et al., 2007). Whilst the occurrence of animals is relatively
predictable along this coastline, however, their movements and behaviour appear to be highly flexible, yet few studies have explored the effects of tidal
cycle on distribution patterns and behaviour in this region to date. Although bottlenose dolphins are amongst the best studied cetacean species in the
region, much remains unknown about their ecology with respect to tidal phases and tide cycles in this location.

Since 1997, the Cetacean Research & Rescue Unit has studied the bottlenose dolphin community utilising the outer southern Moray Firth and has
examined the social behaviour (Eisfeld & Robinson, 2004), range patterns (Robinson et al., 2007), and habitat use (Culloch & Robinson, 2008) of these
animals. Information from these studies has increased our present understanding of the dynamics of this northeast dolphin population, but ongoing fine-
scale studies in the region remain essential for their local management and protection.
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TRAVELLING: FORAGING/FEEDING:
Animals engaged in persistent directional movement, Animals observed in any effort to capture and Animals observed at the surface but showing no
occasional porpoising and/or bow-riding consume prey, evidenced by prey pursuit/fish tossing surface behaviour, usually slow movements.

Discussion

The results from this study support the hypothesis that bottlenose dolphin groups exploit local tidal currents. This exploitation may help animals to
conserve energy and enhance resource gain and prey capture. This use of prevailing environmental conditions may be significant when considering the
high percentage of calves recorded in groups encountered along the Moray Firth coastline, and the importance of the outer southern Firth as a summer
calving/nursery area for this northern dolphin community (Culloch & Robinson, 2008). Previous studies of cetacean species in the Moray Firth have
shown that the distribution, habitat preferences and behaviour of bottlenose dolphins can be closely linked to environmental factors (Robinson et al.,
2007). This study shows that tidal state also appears to be an important determinant for foraging behaviour, and thus related to fithness gain and
reproductive success. These results, combined with those of Robinson et al. (2007) and Culloch & Robinson (2008) may therefore have important
implications for management, as the area of coastline studied lies out with the currently designated Special Area of Conservation (SAC).
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