
The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group is dedicated to the study and conservation of
cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) in Irish waters

the train to Dublin. Delegates to the

workshop were given an IWDG Sanctuary

tee-shirt, as gaeilge, thus spreading the
word internationally!

As the show retired to Dublin, the sci

entific community dominated the scene

with two weeks of committee meetings.
Aboriginal subsistence, abundance esti

mates, small cetaceans and many other sub

committees met, many into the early

hours. Dr Emer Rogan and I attended

many meetings on behalf of the NP& WS as

nationally nominated scientists, the first
time Ireland had sent scientists to the IWC.

Following the scientific meetings,

working groups, including groups on the

socio-economic implications of whaling,

whalewatching and welfare, met. During

this week the IWDG hosted a joint press

conference with the Whale and Dolphin
Conservation Society (WCDS) to launch

a guide to 'Whalewatching in Northern

Europe'. Ireland featured very strongly in
the guide, listing around 15 operators

offering whalewatching trips and over 20

land-based watching sites. An excellent

promotional video of dolphi~ watching in

the Shannon, produced especially for this,

launch, together with a large atten

dance-plus wine and food-led to a very

memorable evening. The following

evening at the Bank of Ireland's superb
House of Lords, the IWDG launched
'Guidelines for the Welfare of Live

Stranded Cetaceans'. These guidelines
had been in preparation for some time.

David Blackmore and Mike Donoghue

from New Zealand helped launch the

guidelines by presenting their country's

stranding experience. > 6
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Acrony.ms and the IWC
Dr Simon Berrow,former co-ordinator !if the

[WDG, reports on the [We coriference last Maj.

Hopefully nobody failed to notice
this year's meeting of the Interna

tional Whaling Commission.

Running over five weeks from 1 May,

many hundreds of scientists, journalists,

environmentalists and politicians

descended on Dublin and Galway for a
'whale of a time'. The IWDG were

involved in a number of issues associated

with the meeting and organised a series of
events during the month.

The whole show kicked off with a

workshop held in Galway to discuss non
lethal research methods suitable for the

recently declared Southern Ocean Sanctu

ary. As Ireland is one of the first countries

to declare its waters a whale and dolphin

sanctuary, it was fitting that this workshop

should be hosted by the National Parks
and Wildlife Service (NP&WS) in the

minister's home town. The workshop was

organised by the International Fund for

Animal Welfare (IFAW), Greenpeace and
the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF).

The IWDG helped with the organisation

and hosted a trip to the Shannon estuary

to see the resident group of bottlenosed

dolphins. We were blessed with glorious
weather .md had a memorable encounter

with. the dolphins during three hours in

the estuary with Geoff and Sue Magee

from Carrigaholt. The reaction of the par

ticipants, many of whom had seen and
worked with many species of whales and

dolphins, was amazing and just shows the

ubiquitous appeal of dolphins. The Japan

ese delegates were beaming as they caught
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A stranding tale
Pat Smiddy reports on a beached whale in You8hal.

On the morning of 15 June 1995, I was informed of alive stranding of a whale at Redbarn strand, Youghal,

Co. Cork. The whale had apparently been sighted the pre

vious evening in the bay and the stranding took place at

approximately 07.00 on a falling tide. Attempts to rescue

the animal were made by Youghal Lifeboat and Fire

Brigade, but it died some three hours later. Prior to
stranding, the whale swam through a number of crafts of
nets set in the bay by salmon fishermen.

The strand at Youghal is flat and sandy and once the ani

mal beached, given its large size, it was impossible to

move. The weather was very warm and it would have been

very difficult to protect the animal from the sun until the

Conamara Sea Week 1995

Sustainable development of our seas and the wonderfulworld of whales and dolphins will be among the topics
discussed between 20 and 30 October.

In October each year, the tiny Quaker village of Letter
frack, which is situated at the butt of Diamond Hill in
north west Conamara, takes time out to celebrate its won
derful marine environment.

One of the highlights of the week will be the confer
ence which commences on Saturday morning 28 October

in the local national school at 10.00 a.m. A wide variety

of speakers will address the conference. These will include

a speaker from FORUM who will outline the current

developments in north west Conamara and will talk about

potential for future development.
Emer Rogan from UCC will look at whales and dol

phins in Irish waters and discuss some recent strandings.
Ronan Browne will look at lobster enhancement. Gerry

Galvin, the award-winning chef from Drimcong House,

tide filled again had it not died. After examination, the car

cass was buried on the beach by county council staff.
The animal was a juvenile female and it measured 7.22

metres in length and had 19 not fully erupted teeth in

each lower jaw. Sperm whale strandings have increased on

the coasts of Britain and Ireland this century. Most strand

ings have been of male animals, although sightings of
mother-calf associations have been recorded.

It is interesting to read in William Thompson's Natural

History <1Ireland (1854) of a stranding of a Sperm whale at
Youghal, about 1770, which was said to be about 70 feet

long. Dr R. Ball stated that his grandfather, a tall man

when on horseback beside the whale, held up his whip

and the top of it could not be seen from the opposite side
of the animal.
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will talk about exciting ways of cooking and presenting

the high quality produce available in the area.

Mary O'Malley the Conamara born poet will read
from her work which often uses the sea as a theme.

Catherine Hannon will talk about her recent work in the

IWC Tern Survey. Brian Ottoway will give an overview of

current developments in the marine and the potential for
the development of new species. Yvonne Shields from the
Marine Institute will talk about the work of the institute

and Ireland's potential for marine tourism. Dirka
Griesshaber of UCC will present a paper on sustainable

development.
The conference will have its usual mix of the scientific

and the non scientific, the poetic and the philosophical.

The voice of legendary singer Sean Tyrell will be heard

throughout the weekend. A more detailed brochure will

be available at the conference. The fee is £30 waged, £ 15

unwaged. A free pass is available for all community groups
in Conamara.
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Heritage Council funds continued work
Emer ROBan brinBs us up to date on the health status of
small cetaceans in Irish waters.

As you all know, an important part of the Irish Whale
and Dolphin Group's activities are to record strand
ings and sighti~gs of cetaceans. The strandings net

work and, to a lesser extent, the sightings network (but see

also section on constant effort sightings scheme by Conal

O'Flanagan) is organised by having a network of regional

co-ordinators who get sightings and strandings reported to

them. If the co-ordinators (list on back page) are contacted

about a stranding, the relevant person visits the stranding,

identifies the species, works out the sex of the animal and

takes measurements. This information is then compiled by

Terry Bruton or myself, presented in the IWDG newsletter
and sent to the Irish Naturalists' Journal for publication,

enabling a long-term data series to be collected and made
available to the wider community.

From 1992 to 1994, Simon Berrow and I were

involved in a programme to recover fresh carcasses of

small cetaceans and carry out investigations on various

aspects of the biology of these animals (e.g. age, reproduc
tion, diet, contaminants). This programme ended in

1994, but in August of this year I received funding from

the National Heritage Council of Ireland to continue with

this work and at the same time expand and build on the

information already obtained and to incorporate health

and disease aspects into the programme. To this end, I

have retained the part-time services of a vet (Irene

Gassner-see Mass stranding of pilot whales on pages

4-5) who will look at causes of cjeath, disease levels, etc.
Therefore, if for any reason you come across stranded ani

mals and are unable to contact the regional co-ordinators,

please contact us directly at the Zoology Department at

University College Cork (direct line: 021 904053 or fax:

021 277922) and we will come and carry out a post
mortem examination.

Live strandinB 0/'Minke whale at Portstewart Strand, Co. Derry on 13 July 1992. PhotoBraph by Christine McFarlane. This dramatic

photoBraph forms the cover o/'Face to face with a beached whale.

Face to face with a beached whale

The IWDG, with the support of the RSPCA and funding

from the ISPCA and DoE (NI), have produced guidelines
for the welfare of live stranded cetaceans. This booklet

was officially launched during the IWC meeting in Dublin

in May and is being distributed through various organisa-

tions, including the DoE (NI), ISPCA, Irish Wildlife Fed

eration, Veterinary Union, National Parks and Wildlife
Service and the Gardai.

For further information or to obtain a booklet, contact

Brendan Price, Tobergregan, Garristown, Co Dublin, or

Emer Rogan, Zoology Dept., UCC.

II
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... it is important to pour water over them constantly

to keep them moist. That they quickly overheat and then

die if heat stress. if we had old sheets, we could put those

over them, wetted, and it would help them nicely. I ask

them not to make any loud noises, not to scare the ani

mals. We80 on to see the next whale...

Pilot whales lose their way!

Irene Gassner reports on a mass strandin8 in Cork harbour.

Itall started in the evening. I was on my way home,
early for a change, when my bleeper went off. Proba

bly some stupid unimportant message. Nevertheless I

decide to stop at the next telephone booth to check.

"Hello Irene, just rang to let you know there are some

dolphins or harbour porpoises stranded in Whitegate. Pat

Smiddy and others are down there trying to rescue them."

Whitegate, where the heck is Whitegate? How do I get to

the beach? How many beaches are there? By the time I get
there, they will most likely be back in the sea; shouldn't

be hard to put them back. Just in case, I decide to drive

back to UCC anyway.

Down at the beach I need to change; I will hardly be

able to walk along there in high heel shoes and a dress. If

any of them are dead, I will need a van, so I can take them
back to UCC to do a post-

mortem. I need to hurry,
otherwise all the action will

be over, if it isn't already. In

Cork I park the car, run to

Zoology, ring Bob to organ
ise a van. Brian Duffy has

the keys to one. He agrees

to come along to give a
hand. Precious time is lost,

because my organisation is miserable. Being fairly new, I

don't know where a lot of things' are. We are losing time.

Finally on the road, we race down to Whitegate. No activ

ity there. There seems to be no one on the beach. We

stop at a pub. I go in to ask where the beach in Whitegate

is, the one near the oil refinery. A woman tells me that

that one is very hard to find, "You have to go through a

wood to get there." "Anything happening there," a man
asks. "No, nothing, I am just looking for a few animals," I

reply. The woman offers to show me where the beach is.

She quickly finishes her beer and off we go.
She must think I am a pure lunatic, wanting to go down

to some God-forsaken beach at this hour of the night. A bit

down the road she stops and points at a passage into a

wood, "This is it, the beach is down there." I get out and

look., "No, this can't be it, there are not enough cars here

and no people. It is too quiet." She looks at me amazed.

"What the hell is going on here?" she asks. So I tell her.
She offers to show me the other beaches. Back into the

car. We check one beach after the other. Finally, con

vinced we have wasted our time and they have all been

safely brought back into the water, we stop at a petrol sta

tion to make a telephone call.

We didn't need to. The air was buzzing with excite
ment. "The whales! Yes, the whales are beached over

there at Rostellan beach, right next to the old castle."

Another woman approaches me. She seems to know me,
"I'll drive you down there, Irene. There are six whales

beached. They are Pilot whales. Three are probably going

to die, one most definitely, he is very bad. They are

beached since five or six o'clock this evening." It must be
around ten o'clock now. Yes, I was quite delayed. First I

didn't hear about it until seven thirty-three, then the long
drive, etc., etc.

She fills her car up with petrol, then we drive down

there. It is a very dark night, nearly new moon. We stum
ble through a little wood onto a beach. The tide is out. I

can see a lot of people. Two fires are burning. The beach

seems to have a whole army camped on it. There are peo

ple around the whales, moving to and fro, and camped

around the fires. I make my way along the beach, then I

am introduced to a tall young man. "This is Irene, she is a
vet and works with Emer."

"Oh great, you are a vet.

You are in charge here
now. What do we have to

do? We covered them with

seaweed to keep them
cool." I tell him and the

other people around that it

is important to pour water

over them constantly to

keep them moist. That they quickly overheat and then die

of heat stress. If we had old sheets, we could put those

over them, wetted, and it would help them nicely. I ask
them not to make any loud noises, not to scare the ani

mals. We go on to see the next whale. It seems to be

smaller than the first one, it is not as high up on the beach

and does not seem to be as distressed. Again I tell the

people how important it is to keep them moist, to pour
water over them, but not into the blow hole. We walk on

to have a look at the other four. On our way, we meet two

people who are asking me how to get the whales pack

out. A whale stretcher from UCC is mentioned. Silently I

am wondering whether UCC has a whale stretcher, I hon

estly didn't think so. I decide to tell them that there is no

such thing as a whale stretcher in UCC and continue

explaining that we could get them out by rolling them

onto canvass and then lifting them out. The other possibil
ity would be to slip a few small canvasses under them

once the tide was coming back in and then, with the help

of lots of manpower, lift them out. One of the men sug
gests we use a flat harness that is one to two hands wide,

they could organise that. It sounds fine to me, a very wide
harness shouldn't injure their skin either.
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We go on to see the remaining whales. The next one is a

big male, who is very bad. He is really very stressed. He is

vomiting white foam and has quite some trouble doing so.

I explain that they thermo-regulate by sending blood

through flippers and fluke, so it can cool down and that by

pouring water over flippers and fluke it will be easier for
them to avoid heat stress. The next one is cut in several

places. It is only superficial, but still looks quite nasty and
will be a place of entry for pathological bacteria. The oth

ers are bruised as well. Fortunately they are all being kept
moist.

Meanwhile, the fire brigade has arrived. I am absolutely

thrilled they are there, so they can hose the whales down. I

need certain drugs, so their chief suggests that I go to the
trucks and talk on their radio to their base, who can in
turn talk to a vet to check whether he has what I want.

On my way to the fire engine I see two more whales that

are still out at sea, trying to get close to the others. We can
hear them talk to each other. It is quite an eerie feeling. We

go as close as we can to the water's edge and make some
noise to scare them away, so they won't strand also.

Having arrived at the truck, I ask the man who stayed
behind to help me to ring up one of the local vets.

"Declan Kearney would be your man," someone says. I

write down a list of things I want to have, once we get

through.

Fortunately he is at home and has the things I want. He

offers to bring them out to us. Another person who is

being got out of bed is the creamery manager. The fire

brigade cannot connect their hoses anywhere, so the chief

decides to get more buCkets from the local creamery.
There are a lot of people coming down to the beach,

wondering what is happening-the fire brigade, the flash

ing blue lights, all the people going to and fro. I explain to

some of them that dogs near the whales really are not a

good idea, but that we are very happy about anyone giving
a hand at carrying buckets. Another thing I emphasise is

not to make a lot of noise. At some stage there must be

two hundred people there with flashlights and buckets.

Soon Mr Kearney arrives with the drugs. We check

them. They are exactly what I had asked for, even the
needles.

It is around one 0' clock when the two.of us make our

way around the castle onto the beach. The tide is coming
in. We reach the first whale. The people who were looking

after him took off the seaweed, because it didn't keep him

cool anymore but if anything kept him warm. There are

enough helpers there to pour buckets of water over them

every couple of minutes. We go from whale to whale and

treat them. The big male is extremely bad. I am seriously

considering putting him down. But I don't re~lly want to.
In New Zealand they put the first three that strand down,

thinking that one of them is surely diseased. This way they

want to make sure that the others won't beach again.
Putting this decision off, I decide to treat him first and

make up my mind later. We continue treating the others.

Having done that, I check the big male again. He has
recovered a lot. I will give him a chance. If he strands

again, he will be put down then. I just hope I am making
the right decision and he won't be the reason for another

stranding. The tide is coming further in. First one, then

another whale is getting into difficulties lying on their

sides, water coming up to the blow hole. We prop them
up, so they won't drown. At least there is some water

there to take some of the pressure from the bodyweight.

Hopefully they won't hurt themselves on the stones.

Time passes quickly when one is busy and suddenly it is
four o'clock and the Navy has arrived. One whale has

already been lifted out to sea. One by one, once the tide

is far enough in to help carry the weight, they are all care

fully lifted out. It takes a lot of people to do this and a few

of the men are getting completely soaked through.
Two or three of the whales try to swim back in and

have to be pushed out to the sea again. When they are all

in the water, someone offers us tea. Most people are leav

ing now the whales are all back in the water. Pat Smiddy,
Brian, a few others and I decide to stay on to watch them

for a while, afraid they might beach again.

They are swimming further into the harbour. People in

a boat are watching them. They seem to have jOined

together and are now staying in one spot. After a while
the boat comes over to us and we are asked whether we

want to have a look ourselves. Pat, Brian and I get on

board. The whales are still in the same area. They are

tightly bunched together in a group of eight. Wanting
them to move out of the harbour, we chase them out by

zigzagging behind them. They try to break away a couple

times, b~t are prevented from doing so. Stretching out my'
hand, I can nearly touch them. Sometimes we come so

close I am afraid we might hurt them, but they always dive

in time. It is great to see them swimming and surfacing
and to listen to their rhythmic breathing.

. Finally, we have them in deep water and they seem to
be swimming straight on. We stay with them for a bit

longer. Then, hoping they won't return and/ or beach

again, we return home.

Without the combined effort and stamina of many people,

I would not have the happy memory of eight whales swim

ming out of Cork harbour, but be writing up post-mortem

reports of a herd of Pilot whales stranded at Rostellail
Beach.
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Workshops at the IWC

Dr Emer ROBan, actinB co-ordinator if the [WDG, reports on the

major topics covered by the [WC coryerence.

The major topics discussed this year at the 17th
annual meeting of the International Whaling Com

mission (IWC) in Dublin Castle can be broadly

divided into the following topics:

~ Catch limits for commercial whalinB

~ Revised Management Scheme

~ Catch limits for aboriBinal subsistence whalinB

~ Humane killinB

[6]

~ Southern Ocean.

~ Whale watching

~ The environment and whale stocks

Catch limits for commercial whaling
In 1982, the Commission took a decision, which came

into force for the 1985-86 seasons, that catch limits for

all commercial whaling would be set to zero. The decision

also stated that by 1990 at the latest, the commission will

undertake a comprehensive assessment of the effects of
the decision on whale stocks and consider modification of

the provision and establishment of other catch limits. As

Norway had lodged objections to the relevant items in the
Schedule, it has exercised its right to set national catch

limits for its coastal whaling operations for Minke whales.

Doubts were raised at the 1994 meeting about the Nor

wegian estimates of this stock and this year the Scientific
Committee were unable to come up with an agreed reli
able estimate for Minke whale abundance in the north

eastern Atlantic. Therefore, the Commission passed a res·

olution calling on Norway to immediately halt all whaling
activities under its jurisdiction. Between now and the next

meeting the Scientific Committee will carry out a major

intersessional work programme to try and obtain an

agreed abundance estimate for Minke whales in the north·
eastern Atlantic.

Japan has tried for a number of years to obtain a quota
of a number of Minke whales for certain coastal commu·

nities to "alleviate hardship" imposed on these communi

ties after the moratorium was put into place. A proposal

by Japan this year for an interim relief allocation of 50
Minke whales was defeated. However, a resolution which

recognised the potential usefulness of a detailed action

~ Small cetaceans

~ Scientific permit catches
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A winning entry flom the international contest 0/ children's envi·

ronment paintings: Tomoko Yamada if japan (aged 14):

Published for World Environment Day 1995. Original In colour.
Page

Continued from Pane 1
Throughout the week, a number of events around the

country had been organised through the IWDG. Public

sea-watching walks in counties Dublin, Wexford, Cork,

Clare and Sligo, exhibitions in Galway, Cavan and the
Aran Islands. Iarnr6d Eireann sponsored two commemo

rative plaques in Dublin and Mayo and laid on a celebra

tory trip (with catering) to Ballina for the unveiling of one
of the plaques designed by Don Conroy in recognition of

Ireland's and Mayo's whaling history.

The events calendar peaked on Sunday 28th when the
IWDG, in collaboration with IFAW, hosted a free event in

St Stephen's Green. This 'Celebration of Whales' included
music from Luka Bloom and Nomos, synchronised swim

ming on land, plus the premiere of Moby Dick presented

by MACNAS. A great day, a true celebration.
Politics followed the celebration and the public side of

the IWC took over. Ireland, represented by Michael

Canny, took a very strong pro-conservation line, occasion

ally in conflict with other softer but sympathetic coun
tries. Norway was condemned for continued commercial

whaling outside of the IWC and Japan for whaling in the
recently declared Southern Ocean Sanctuary. During this

week of receptions the IWDG hosted, on behalf of NGOs

attending the 47-th meeting of the IW C, a reception at
Dublin Castle. The truth behind the hosting of this recep

tion is a story of intrigue, negotiations and politics, but
this I think is another story. Suffice it to say that the

evening was a great success, with Begley and Cooney play

ing the best of Irish music and the Kerry set dancers

putting a jig in everyone's step. The IWDG, in collabora
tion with the NP& WS, provided the very best of Irish

mu*it for all state and civic receptions, ensuring delegates

got a real taste of Irish culture as well as entertainment.
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plan for regulating any Japanese community-based whaling

was passed.

Revised Management Procedure
Although the Commission has accepted and endorsed the
Revised Management Procedure (the scientific basis for

calculating catch limits) for commercial whaling and asso

ciated guidelines for surveys and collection of data, work

on a number of issues, including specification of an inspec

tion and observer system and further modifications to its

guidelines must be completed before the Commission will

consider establishing catch limits other than zero.

Catch limits for aboriginal subsistence whaling
At the previous meeting at Kyoto, Japan the Commission
undertook a major review of stocks subject to aboriginal

subsistence whaling and their associated catch limits. Six

whale stocks are allowed by the Commission to be

exploited by native peoples and in 1994 the Commission

agreed the catch limits for each of these stocks. For exam

ple, the Commission set an annual catch (for the years
1995, 1995 and 1997) of 140 eastern North Pacific grey

whales to be taken by the native peoples of Chukotka and
12 East Greenland Minke whales to be taken by the

Greenlanders. This year the scientific committee began to

investigate potential new management regimes for aborig

inal subsistence whaling.

Humane killing
The Commission held a speCial workshop on whale killing

methods from 23 to 25 May. The workshop drew up a

revised action plan to address this issue. There was consid

erable debate on the killing methods currently being used

or known to be in development. The use of the electric
lance was discussed in detail and the Commission passed a

resolution endorsing the revised action plan, and pending

a further review next year; urging governments to sus

pend the use of the electric lance as a secondary method
of killing whales. The Commission also passed a resolution

welcoming the information provided by the Faroe islands

on the pilot whale hunt and encouraging the Faroe islands
to continue its efforts to improve the methods used (e.g.

reduction in times of death, training of personnel involved

in the hunt and the introduction of alternatives to the gaff,

one of the main weapons used in the hunt).

Scientific permit catches
The Commission adopted a resolution modifying the

guidelines for the Scientific Committee's review of
research permit proposals. This resolution also noted that

only in exceptional circumstances should whales be killed

for research purposes.

A resolution was also passed calling on go~ernments to
refrain from issuing permits in IWC sanctuaries and the

Southern Ocean in particular.

The environment and whale stocks
The Scientific Committee examined this issue in the con

text of the Revised Management Procedure and agreed
the RMP adequately addressed such concerns. However, it

has noted that the most vulnerable species to such threats

might well be those reduced to levels at which the RMP,

even if applied, would result in zero catches. The Com

mittee held a workshop on the effects of chemical pollu

tants on cetaceans in 1995 in Norway, and will be holding
one on the effects of climate change and ozone depletion

in 1996 in the USA. The Commission adopted a resolu

tion endorsing the recommendations of the workshop for

future work, particularly with respect to designing a

research programme to elucidate the effects of pollutants
on cetaceans.

Whale watching
The Commission continued to address this issue and a

Working Group will meet next year to consider further

the matter of developing guidelines for whale watching
operations.

Southern Ocean

The Commission has agreed to provide financial support

for two cruises in the Southern hemisphere. One is aimed
at providing information on Blue whales and the other is

aimed at providing information on Minke and other
whales. The Scientific Committee will continue to address

matters relating to research in the Sanctuary.

The IWC meeting in Dublin, probably the biggest single

wildlife conservation event in the history of the State, was

a great success. The NP&WS, Michael Canny, Gerry

McDonn~ll and Michael D. Higgins are to be congratu

lated. Ireland's reputation internationally, and within the

IW C, has been furthered enhanced. Michael Canny is now
vice-chairman of the IWC and Ireland can continue to

lead the way in whale conservation.

The next meeting is in Aberdeen in June 1996.

We would like to express our sincere thanks to Marie 'a punch in

the dark' O'Connor for all her hard work pullino everythino

toaether. Thanks also to all those who helped, especially Ide,

Eithne, Isobell, Christine, Leo and Sabina in Galway and Bren

dan, Conal, Padrai8' Johnny and Don in Dublin. Special thanks

to IFAW, WDCS and the NP&JVSfor all their support.
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A traveller's tale
PadraiB Whooley, an active member if the IWDG, embarked on a

year's travel around the world in june. He sent this report from

hisfirst port if call, Vancouver Island in British Columbia.

Almost midnight on 15 August 1995 as I write this
in our field camp on a tiny uninhabited island in
the middle of the Johnstone Strait, Vancouver

Island in British Columbia, Canada. Outside I can hear

the blows coming from the A30 subpod, a group of six

Killer, whales (Orcinus Orca) who are probably on their'
way down to the Rubbing beaches. This is a unique area

where generations of Orca belonging to the northern res

ident population have engaged in this social or recre
ational behaviour.

Every day brings me in close contact with dozens of

, these magnificent animals. I would strongly recommend

that anyone keen on wildlife in general makes the effort, if
in Western Canada, to head out to Vancouver Island and

check out the Robson Bight region where I am working as

a warden for British Columbia Parks, helping to man their

ecological reserve which was set up to protect the core
habitat of the Killer whales. There is no film made or

book written on Killer whales which has not featured this

area. To get a feel for it, just watch David Attenborough's

documentary 'Wolves.of the Sea' .
Leaving the Orca aside for a moment, the place itself is

very beautiful. Across the strait, which is two miles wide,

there are peaks 5-8,000 feet high, which remained snow

capped until recently. The area is covered in heavy virgin

temperate forest and needless to say the wildlife is amaz

ing. The local town is called Telegraph Cove and is quaint

beyond belief, with a population of twenty-five people.
The town is actually built on a boardwalk jutting out into
the sea, so it is fairly unique to say the least. You don't

blink twice if a deer walks right by you. On the beach
where we have the dock for our two warden boats, bears

can constantly be seen.

I have just spent half an hour letting some bears come

as close as I think safe, about fifty yards. Fortunately there

are only the smaller Black bears on the island, all the
Grizzlies are on the mainland. The statistics about bear

attacks are interesting; there are fewer attacks by Blacks
than ·Grizzlies, but if a Black does attack it won't just maul

you to death, it will actually eat you. I must keep that in
mind when I am next watching one from close range,

especially as a bear can run as fast as a racehorse over a
short distance.

For the birders among you, there is much of interest
here. There are, for instance, as many Bald eagles here as

seagulls, whereas in the United States where they are the

national emblem they are almost extinct. It is a wonderful

sight to see'them pluck fish out of the sea.

There is an incredible range of wildlife in this area, but

my main reason for being here is to sample an environ

ment where I can see the Orca every day. In the last

month not a day has gone by without a sighting in this

reserve. The reserve was set up in 1982 to protect this

core habitat for the whales who frequent the area for two

reasons: firstly to eat salmon (of which there are plenty)

and secondly to rub on the famous Rubbing beaches.
The whales pass through the reserve on their way to

the Rubbing beaches, which we also protect from recre

ational boats and whale watching vessels. All the whales
that we encounter here are from the northern resident

population of about 200. This population never goes fur

ther south than Campbell River, because that is the area
for southern residents (of which there are about 100).
The main difference between residents and transients is

that the former are primarily salmon feeders and the lat
ter include marine mammals on their menus.

This summer there have been no sightings of transients,

with the exception of one single male this morning, so I
am looking forward to spotting him ifhe is around.

Although similar in appearance there are subtle differ
ences, such as a more shark-like fin and different saddle

patches. They are believed to be a different sub-species

and this is borne out by the fact that they have behavioural

traits which differ from those of the residents, Le. hunting

in smaller packs of two to five and remaining far more
silent (less vocalising) when hunting.

The community at large-with a few

exceptions-accepts that they are lucky to have these

crowd pullers in their backyard and follow the whale

watching guidelines to the letter. I suppose that the bot

tom line is that the whales are an essential part of the local

tourist industry and people pay £35 a head for a four-hour
trip in a nice purpose-built whale watching vessel, so

there is no point in the locals 'killing the goose that lays

the golden egg' .

Apart from the Orca (or Blackfish as the local~ call

them), we have had a few Greys pass through, although
they tend to be quite unspectacular and you really see very

little apart from a large 20 ft sp<;>utwhen they breathe.

There have also been some Humpbacks ;lround, but we

have not seen them to date. As for dolphins, the only one

which frequents this area and is regularly seen is the

Pacific White sided. There is also the Dalls porpoise

which has Killer whale colouring and is somewhat bigger

than our own Harbour porpoise.

While staying overnight in Telegraph Cove, word came

in that A31 (who is one of the big bulls from the A 12 sub

pod, one of three subpods which make up the A 1 pod)
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was hit by a small boat and injured. Within half an hour,
we had three vessels on the water with slings, pontoons

and divers ready and willing to get into the freezing

waters in dry suits to help the animal out if necessary. Our

cliff observation post could see that he was in trouble and

looked like he was going to beach himself. The rapid .
response was, to say ~e least, impressive, and I suppose
that in an ideal world the IWDG would have a similar fast

action response unit, but there is no point in even trying

to draw comparisons between the set-up here with any-

:
thing we have in Ireland. It would be great if we had peo-

ple who could put their names forward as being able to

attend, at the drop of a hat, 'incidents' as they arise.

Hopefully, my travels will take me down to Baja Cali

fornia in Mexico to witness the seasonal migration of the

Grey whale who spend the winter months there. Then in
March I will be in Kaikoura, New Zealand, to see the

Sperm whale. The whole year, however, will not be

devoted to whale watching! I hope to return to Ireland in

June 1996 and get involved once again with the IWDG.

Annela O'Neill (aned 11)from Newport National School in Co. Tipperary was so inspired by the
visit of Brendan Price to her school that she wrote and illustrated the followinn story.

~ 10
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Where the fishermen carry a gun!
John Woodlock on his experiences if a recent trip to Alaska.

During the summer, my wife Breda and I visited
Alaska. While there, I was determined to do

some fishing. This would mean a day at sea, with

the chance of seeing w:hales or possibly a sea otter. Of
course the chance of catching a big fish was always there.

In Alaska a fish does not qualify as big unless it is over 1SO

pounds in weight! I should state that I'm referring to hal

ibut, a type of large flatfish occasionally caught off Ireland.

Fish weighing over 400 pounds are caught every year.
To illustrate just how different the fishing is, a gun is con

sidered standard equipment when halibut fishing, as the

fish is shot before being brought aboard. Bear in mind that

I'm talking about rod and line fishing. Anyway, I hoped to
see a whale while out fishing. Humpback, Bowhead and

Grey whales are regular summer visitors, along with
Orcas and various dolphins and porpoises, so I thought my

chances would be good. As we steamed out of Resurrec

tion Bay, the skipper stopped at a Steller's Sealion Rook

ery to allow us to get some photographs. The early morn

ing view was spectacular. On leaving the bay the Kenai

I

Fjords National Park was on our right and to our left,
about one hour distant, was Prince William Sound (Exxon

Valdez, etc.). We steamed left for about twenty minutes.

We saw some whales blowing far off in the distance but

got some good close-up views of some Dall's porpoises.

The skipper told me that he had not seen a whale jump

for over three weeks as they were too busy feeding to
play. Despite this, it was a great day with a very calm sea

and I saw a Sea Otter lounging in the classic position-on

its back. They are quite large, about the size of a common

seal. Ten hours fishing and everybody had caught a hal

ibut-everybody except me, that is. I had caught a cod
and a bright orange fish known as a yellow-eyed rockfish. I

thought a six pound cod was a good catch, but there they
hardly qualify as bait.

On the way home, however, we were treated to the

spectacle of two groups of Humpback whales breaching,

tail slapping and flipper waving for about twenty minutes.

Unfortunately the nearest they came to the boat was about

300 metres, but we still had a good view of them.

While diving off the Great Barrier Reef in Australia, a

cow Humpback and her calf came within 20 metres of the

boat breaching and tail slapping, but that's another story ...

••.... :...

Raising a stink in Poolathomas
Brendan BranniBan follows his nose to Co. Mayo!

It'snot very often that the opportunity arises to see a
whale, dead or alive. Therefore when I heard on the

'2FM news at 7 a.m. on 9 June of a dead whale in

Co. Mayo, I jumped at the opportunity to go and see it. I

was accompanied on the trip by Padraig Whooley of

Greystones.
We were given directions from Paddy McGrath's pub

in Poolathomas, Co. Mayo, near the beach where the

whale had been washed up. We also spoke to the local

wildlife ranger, Denis Strong.

The whale lay in the middle of a large sandy inlet and

we reached it following a short boat trip across a river.

The whale was about 22 feet long and 4 feet high with no
obvious major injuries. We reckoned that it had been dead

a couple of weeks, and consequently none of us were keen

on getting too close!
Later on in Paddy McGrath's pub, the locals were

interested to hear about the work in progress in Bally-'

heigue, Co. Kerry, to preserve and display the bones of a

much bigger Fin whale. This display has proved to be a

great attraction to the town since it opened on the August
bank holiday weekend.

Incidentally, when asked by a man in Poolathomas what

kind of whale it was, we proudly declared that we had

identified it as a Minke. He, however, disagreed-he reck
oned that it was a Stinke!

Less than a month later, on 1 July, a phone call from
the Drogheda Animal Welfare Centre informed me that

an unidel).tified dead whale had been discovered on Baltray ,

beach in Co. Louth. I was better prepared this time, with

camera, measuring tape, a good blade and the experience
in Mayo behind me.

The Baltray whale was t 3ft 2 inches long and I believe

that it was a very young Minke whale, although identifica

tion is not certain as its condition was very poor. It was

much more decayed than the one in Mayo, with two large
injuries on its belly.

The local media was very interested and a long inter
view followed on LM/FM and the Droaheda Leader news

paper published and article and photograph. These oppor

tunities were also used to publicise the work of the
IWDG.
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Emer Rogan (acting)
Department of Zoology, University College, Cork

Telephone: +35321 904053
Fax: +35321 277922

Terry Bruton
Ulster Museum, Botanic Gardens, Belfast

Telephone: (08) 0232 381251

Fax: (08) 0232 665510

Counties Meath, Dublin
Name: John Woodlock

Address: 42 Hillside Gardens, Skerries, Co. Dublin

Telephone: 01 8492268

Name: George McCormack

Address: 'Colonsay', South Strand, Skerries, Co. Dublin

Telephone: 01 8492015

County Louth
Name: Brendan Brannigan

Address: 34 Beaulieu View, Drogheda, Co. Louth

Telephone: 041 30401

County Wicklow
Name: Declan Murphy

Address: 37 Oakley Park, Blackrock, Co. Dublin

Telephone: 01881873

County Wexford
Name: Jim Hurley

Address: Grange, Kilmore, Co. Wexford

Telephone: 053 29671

County Waterford/East Cork
Name: Pat Smiddy, OPW National Parks and Wildlife Service

Address: Ballymacoda, Ballykeneally, Co. Cork

Telephone: 024 98286

South Cork

Name: Emer Rogan

Address: c/o Zoology Department, UCC

Telephone: 021 904053

West Cork (Clonakilty, Mizen, Bantry)
Name: Declan O'Donnell, OPW National Parks ond Wildlife Service

Address: Direenlomane, Ballydehob, Co. Cork

Telephone: 028 37347

West Cork (Beara Peninsula)
Name: Danny Osbourne
Address: Garranes, Beara, Castletownbere, Co. Cork

Telephone: 027 73086

South Kerry (Kenmare Bay)
ame: Michael O'Sullivan, OPW National Parks and Wildlife Service

Address: Ardshillane East, Sneem, Co. Kerry

Telephone: 064 45257

Mid Kerry (Castlemaine Harbour)
Name: Pat Foley, OPW National Parks and Wildlife Service

Address: Boultens, Castlemaine, Co. Kerry

Telephone: 066 67235

West Kerry (Dingle Peninsula)
Name: Kevin Flannery

Address: Garfinny, Dingle, Co. Kerry

Telephone: 066 51267

North Kerry (Tralee Bay)
Name: Tim O'Donoghue, OPW National Parks and Wildlife Service

Address: Upper Ballybrenagh, Tralee, Co. Kerry
Telephone: 066 24725

County Clare

Name: Paddy O'Sullivan, OPW National Parks .and Wildlife Service

Address: DrumclilTe, Ennis, Co. Clare

Telephone: 065 22940

County Mayo (Achillisland)
Name: John O'Shea

Address: Dooagh, Achillisland, Co. Mayo

Telephone: 098 43112

South Conamara
Name: Padraic de Bhaldraithe

Address: Fornis, Leitir Meall;,in, Co. na Gaillimhe

Telephone: 091 81126

Counties Sligo and Leitrim
Name: Dr Don Cotton

Address: Rathrowan House, Rathaberna, Sligo

Telephone: 071 43261 (w) or 071 43251 (h)

County Donegal (South)
Name: Richard Timony

Address: Elisnor, Donegal Town

Telephone: 073 22363

County Antrim
Name: John Greer

Address: Portrush Countryside Centre, 8 Bath Road, Portrush

Telephone: 080265 823600

Counties Derry and Down
Name: Terry Bruton
Address: Ulster Museum, Botanic Garden~, Belfast

Telephone: 08 023238125

Page (12]


