
Letter from The Secretary

Thelfish Whale andDblphin Gtbupis dedicated tothe study and conservationof ,
cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) in Irish waters

no longer enough tor us to pick up the

newsletter and read it over a mug of tea and
digestive, only to forget about the issues
until the next newsletter arrives. We would

love to share your thoughts, receive your'

sighting forms, publish your articles about

what's happening cetacean-wise in your

locality. In this day and age of easy commu
nication, there is little excuse for us not

availing of fax and e-mail, although you

could be forgiven for misgivings about our

postal and phone service. Conal O'Flana

gan, Johnny Woodlock, Jim Allen, Emer

Rogan or myself, Padraig Whooley, will

endeavour to respond quickly to any queries
sent in our direction.

On a different note, I'm sure I speak for

all LWD.G. members in wishing our man
in Antrim, Jim Allen, the very best in his

recent marriage to Janice in Coleraine. It

was a lovely day out and we all wish you

both the very best in your future life

together. For those of you who have not
been to this area, it really is a wonderful

spot, and has some of the warmest people
in the land.

I'd like to thank some interesting people

I met while on my w~~ks 'Island hopping

and Cetacean watching' holidays in the

South West, among them are Jeff Magee of

Carrigaholt Dolphin Watch, Skipper David

Westwell who operates the mv Pilot West

from Dingle and Lile Ni Choncuir for show

ing this greenhorn the ropes on the Blas
kets. You all have marvellous tales to tell

and you really should tell them.

Padrai8 Whooley

I'dlike to thank those of you that returnedthe membership renewal forms which
went out with the last newsletter. We are

particularly grateful to those among you

who donated so generously, unfortunately

you are too numerous to mention individu
ally, but you know who you are, and these
funds will be well used.

The response to our request was inter

esting to say the least! Of the original 500

plus, we only received a reply from some
80 of you. Had I stuck to my original plan

I'd have gone down in the history books as
the one who decimated the LWD.G. mem

bership, so we brought in plan B, which
consisted of a further mail shot to the

remaining 400 plus members who had

failed to reply initially. This 'final notice'
drew a better response from our members,

who I'm happy to say now number some

200 plus. As to what's happened to the
unaccounted 300 former members, well,

your guess is as good as mine. I suspected all

along that our active membership was much
smaller than our newsletter distribution

indicated, but I am still disappointed that
more than half our members did not feel

inclined to reply to this simple form.
However it has been a most useful exer

cise, as we now know who, where, and how

strong (or weak) we are. Our database gives

us key data on people that share a genuine
interest in cetacean related issues, and with

your consent we will use it in a positive and

proactive manner. The data it contains will
not be distributed outside the group.

We all have a part to play in the rebuild

ing of the group, it is really incumbent on
members to become more 'proactive'. It is

Issue
thirteen
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Sightings Scheme Update

Conal 0'FlanaBan c1Jers a proBress report and some results

After a long gestation, the Constant effort sightingsscheme got underway in May 1994 and a summary of
the intial results was given in IWDG Newsletter 6 in May

1995. Over two years have passed since then, so it would

seem reasonable to report again on how the scheme is pro

gressing and on its results.
It is worth reminding ourselves of the reasons for setting

up the scheme in the first place and of the hopes we had for

it at that time. In 1994 we were looking ahead to the Inter

national Whaling Commission meeting scheduled for
Dublin. The IWDG decided to use the occasion to celebrate

Irelands status as a cetacean sanctuary and to highlight the
abundance of cetaceans around our coasts. To do this we

organised guided walks, an event in Stephen's Green,
murals in Temple Bar and Bray, and a pl~que in Co. Mayo.

All in all, we did a good job in bringing cetaceans to the

notice of the Irish people. However, when asked some sim

ple questions: such as how many species do we have around
Ireland, in what sort of numbers and are they here all year

round, we were left groping for answers. The fact was we

did not know enough about cetaceans in Irish waters.
We had incidental records from all parts of the coast and

some very interesting anecdotal information, but it was all

very hit and miss. There were also many stranding records
but at a time of climatic change (for whatever reason) and

severe pressure on marine life, one could question the value

of some of the older stranding and sighting records. These

incidental sightings and stranding records were difficult to

put into context. Could a porpoise seen off Howth Head be
the same one as seen six miles up the coast the next day? Are

the dolphins seen off the north Clare coast residents or just

passing through? All the cetacean sightings from around the
coast could similarly be questioned, reasonable questions

but the problem was we didn't have the answers.

Consequently, it was difficult to back up our claims that

Irish waters are of great importance to cetaceans and our

calls that certain stretches of coast be given special status to

protect them. There was a huge information vacuum that
needed to be filled, and it was up to the IWDG to fill it. So

we set up the Constant Effort sightings scheme. Participants

were asked to pick a spot on the coast, do regular watches of
about 100 mimites duration and record all cetaceans seen.

Over time, the information gathered would help us learn
more about what is, or isn't, out there. Hopefully, we could

establish which areas of coast play host to cetaceans and,

building on that basic information, learn about the move

ments, residency and breeding success of each group of

cetaceans. Perhaps it might be possible to compare the

breeding success of different groups of cetaceans to show

which groups are thriving and which are only surviving.

For best results the watching has to continue at each loca

tion over a number of years, to allow for exceptionally good

or bad years, and to allow long term trends to become
apparent. Unfortunately, most observers, who jOined the

scheme were unable to carryon for more than one year and

indeed only two sites have been watched regularly since

1994. So to all those IWDG members who were wondering

whether they should join the scheme, but who were put off

by the commitment involved, perhaps they might think
again about helping out. By way of encouragement I would

like to emphasise that although watches of once a week is the

target, it is not imperative. Watches of say, one hour once a

month would still be very useful. A lot of Constant Effort

packs were sent out in the early day of the scheme to people

who subsequently decided they couldn't help out. Perhaps
they could still be taken out of the now dusty envelope and

passed into service.

I will confine this report to the two calendar years of the

scheme e.g. 1995 and 1996. As repeated watching is the

essence of the scheme only sites that were watched three

times at least in one or other. year are included in this report.
The scheme is here for the long haul (I hope), so it would be

unwise to draw any hard and fast 'conclusions from the obser

vations made so far, but nonetheless they are interesting.
Table 1 gives a summary of the effort put in over the two

years and of the sightings made. There were 196 watches

done, totalling 296 hours, with sightings on 66 watches.
Three species were positively identified - Bottlenose dol

phin, Harbour porpoise and Risso's dolphin. Table 2 gives
the minutes per sighting for each month per site and is an

indication of the best and worst time of the year for sightings.
From Howth Head, Harbour porpoises were seen in 18

months over the two years. The only 'watched' months dur

ing which there were no sightings were March-April 1995.

There were 3 sightings of young in 1995 and 7 in 1996. At
no time was there more than one calf seen, although the

spread of sightings of young from May to November would

point to a number of calves being born, given the fact that

young porpoises increase in size so rapidly. Based on the
sighting records so far, it would be safe to conclude that por

poises are resident on nearby waters off Howth Head and

have bred successfully in both years. The information gained

from these sightings is being put to use by the National

Resource Centre in Trinity College, Dublin who are con

ducting research into many aspects of Howth including its
marine wildlife with. a view to having a Special Amenity
Area order declared for Howth Head.

At Sheeps Head, Co. Cork, Bottlenose dolphins were seen

on 4 dates in June, July and August 1996, and were accompa

nied by feeding gannets on each occasion. Juveniles were seen
in July and August and the maximum number reported was

~ .. -
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17, including 2 juveniles, in August. However there was a

report of 100 dolphins seen here in early July by a land

watcher. So this is an area well worth watching in the future.

At Deneen and Black Head, Co. Clare, watches were

done consistently throughout both years. The vast majority

of sightings were of Bottlenose dolphin and despite the con

sistent year round watching, sightings were concentrated

into a few months each year. In 1995, the sightings were

from late June to mid August with a maximum of 8-12 in

June and juveniles were seen in June and July. In addition a

possible Common dolphin was seen in March. In 1996 the

pattern was similar with the Bottlenose dolphins being seen

in August and September. The maximum was 12-16 with 2
small adults or largish juveniles seen in August and Septem

ber. The only other species recorded was a porpoise in

April. However, to illustrate the frustrating nature of

cetacean watching there were more casual sightings of Bot

tlenose dolphins, by our participant, while he was 'off duty'

than those were while he was actually doing constant effort

watches. These were in March, May July and August Sep
tember October and November - with the maximum of 24

seen in May - a totally different pattern from that apparent

from constant effort watches. It will he interesting to com

pare these sightings with those from the Shannon Estuary,

which is the subject of the joint UCC/IWDG Study.

Next stop is Nimmos Pier, Co. Galway and 4 watches
were done here in November and December 1995 but

unfortunately nothing was seen. Moving north to Sligo, the

efforts of two observers dovetailed to give a lot of coverage

from June to September 1995, with a further watch in

November. There were 14 sightings of cetaceans in that

period, mainly Bottlenose dolphins but also of Risso's dol

phin and Harbour porpoise. The maximum seen was 15

Bottlenose in July, including juveniles, and there were seen

herding fish into shallow water prior to feeding. The next

sighting was of 8 adults in early August. The sightings in this

area showed the frequent use of these waters by dolphins at

least during one summer, but it would be nice to know what

the group does during the rest of the year.

And that is about it: interesting; yes, informative and

useful; yes, complete; no. There are so many gaps in our

knowledge that much more coverage is required. Perhaps
other members who are unable to find the time to watch a

site of their own, could help with a site already being

Table 1: Watches done and sightings 1995 + 19%
.

Site

YearNo. of watchesHoursNo. ofPercentage of
watches on which sightings were made

Howth Head, Co. Dublin

199524-31.001354-%
Grid ref: 0 301 389

19962839.662f75%

Sheeps Head, Co. Cork

199500--
V 72034-0

19967H.664-57%

Deneen, Co. Clare

19955182.58815% .
M 110070*

19964-953.16812%

Nimmos Pier, Galway

19954-4-.1600

M3OO24-0

199600.00--
Auguris Head, Co. Sligo

19954-4-.160'.0

Howth Head, Co. Dublin
199600--

Totals

1995112188.74-3531%
1996

84107.483137%

Both years combined

196296.226634%

* Incidental sightingsfrom this location not included. Table 2: Minutes per sighting by site: 1995 and 1996 combined

.Site

YearJanFebMarAprMayJooJulAugSepOctNoyDee

Howth Head

1995-6751054-352201138593120N108157162

Sheeps Head

1996NNNNN34-024-0ISONNNN

Deneen*

1995-60000515765004-65383184-518000000
Nimmos Pier

1995NNNNNNNNNN0000

Auguris Head

1995NNNNN38027036000N60N

,
Note: N = No watches in that month, 00 = watches done but no sightings in that month, * = Incidental sightings from this site not included.
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watched, thereby improving coverage. All help will be

gratefully accepted.
The scheme is important and enjoyable (except in miser

able wet and windy weather when visibility is 5 yards) and

we are gradually improving our knowledge of cetaceans use

of particular stretches of coast. It is not just an academic
exercise as the information is valuable when proposals for

designating coastal areas as being worthy of special status are

being considered, such as in Howth Head. So do think about

it. Once again I must thank all those who gave of their time
to the scheme so far. It is not always easy to go out, espe-

cially when you can feel it in your bones that you aren't

going to see anything, so the time and effort is greatly

appreciated. I hope in this brief report I have done justice to

their efforts and I look forward to hearing from them again
with their 1997 results.

Finally anyone who would like more detailed informa

tion on the sightings so far is welcome to contact myself
(Conal O'Flanagan, 41 Lorcan Grove, Santry, Dublin 9.

Tele: 01 8421315) especially if they offer to join in the
scheme as well!

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

Cetacean distribution in
the waters around Ireland

Claire Pollack is a marine bioIoBist workinB in Aberdeen

The waters around Ireland provide a rich feeding groundfor the many cetaceans that live there, and although
cetacean populations are not sufficientlr well studied to
allow comment on their exact status in the study area, the

area is well known for both the diversity and numbers of
cetaceans (Evans 1992, Hammond et aI. 1995) and Irish

waters have been declared a sanctuary for whales and dol

phins (Rogan & Berrow 1995).
The Seabirds and Cetaceans Team of the Joint Nature

Conservation Committee has carried out shipboard surveys
of cetaceans around Ireland since 1980. Intensive surveys

were carried between 1994 and 1997 concentrating on

waters that had not been previously surveyed. Much new

coverage was achieved, especially west of Ireland. These
surveys represent the first attempt to systematically study

the patterns of cetacean distribution in the waters around
Ireland throughout the year (Pollock et al. 1997). However,

many areas remain unsurveyed, and little is known of deep
oceanic waters, which may be of particular importance for

large whales such as sperm whales.
It is important to have adequate survey effort in all areas

throughout the year so that distribution patterns may be
interpreted correctly. Cetacean distribution patterns change

during the year. Many dolphin species have coastal move
ments during the summer that may coincide with calving
and inshore movement of prey species. The summer months
have better coverage than winter months, mainly due to

more favourable weather conditions and longer day length.

The information gathered at present is a baseline study, but
future studies are needed to examine trends in cetacean dis

tribution, while also focusing on explaining these patterns.

Results
A total of 9,106 individual cetaceans of thirteen species was

recorded in the study area between 1980 and 1997. Com

mon dolphin and harbour porpoise were the most abundant

species. Minke whale was the only regularly observed
baleen whale (Table 1). A total of 1,056 cetaceans were not

identified to species.

Fin whales were observed only in the months of July and

August with a total of 9 individuals recorded. Minke whales
were recorded between May and December, with over
three-quarters sighted in July and August. They were dis

tributed mainly in waters over the shelf «200 m), with
many sighted close inshore (Figure 1). In the Irish Sea, minke
whales were only observed south-west of the Isle of Man in

the vicinity of the Irish Sea front, an area which also attracts

high numbers of seabirds because it is a good feeding area.
After December, minke whaies appeared to move o~t of

the area as none were recorded. Movements may be food

related as during summer, they feed on sprats which have an

inshore distribution (Evans et al. 1993), and in winter, they
may change their food source possibly to crustaceans.

Sperm whales: A total of three sperm whales were

recorded in July and August, all in deep water. Northern
bottlenose whale: Ten animals were'recorded in deep

waters west of Ireland. Harbour porpoises were widely dis
tributed in shelf waters around Ireland and was the most

commonly recorded cetacean in the Irish Sea (Figure 2).

Highest densities were recorded off south-west Ireland,
while the species appeared to be mostly absent off the
north-west coast ofIreland. More than three quarters of the
total number of harbour porpoises recorded in the study

area were observed in July and August around the time of

calving. Between July and September, porpoises were
observed away from the coast in the Celtic Sea.

Although mostly found in waters less than 100 m deep,

an exception was an isolated area of moderate density in

waters over 1,000 m deep south-west ofIreland in August.
Porpoises feed mainly on fish and the location of inshore

concentrations of harbour porpoises has been linked to the
timing of coastal herring spawning areas (Evans 1990).

Bottlenose dolphins were widespread west of Ireland in

summer and were recorded at low densities along the shelf
break south-west of Ireland in winter. This species was

scarce elsewhere. White-beaked and white-sided dolphins
had similar distributions, with highest densities to the north

[4]
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of the study area. However white-beaked dolphins were

mostly confined to the shelf while white-sided dolphins

were more pelagic. Common dolphins were observed in all
months and were the most abundant cetacean species
recorded in the study area. Between January and May, the
distribution of common dolphins was scattered and lowest
densities were recorded.

In most areas, between June and October, much higher

densities of common dolphins were recorded than in previ

ous months. Maximum numbers of common dolphins were
recorded in July, a time when peak numbers of calves are
seen. Common dolphins were widespread west and south of

Ireland in all depths of sea. As with other cetaceans there

seems to be movement into shelf waters after calving with

common dolphins particularly widespread west of Ireland.
Common dolphins were scarce in the Irish Sea and north of
Ireland. In November and December, common dolphin

densities were most concentrated (Figure.4). Large concen
trations were observed south of Ireland west to the shelf

break (200 m). There was little coverage west of Galway

Bay where common dolphins were abundant in previous

months, but high numbers were recorded west of Mayo.
Common dolphins were absent in the Irish Sea and on the
shelf north ofIreland.

Striped dolphins were only observed in waters over the
continental slope (200-4,000 m) west of Brittany in July

and August. This is surprising given that stranded animals
are recorded in Ireland most years (Berrow & Rogan 1997).
I<::illerwhales were recorded between June and October

with most animals sighted west of Ireland in June. Pilot
whales were recorded in all months except January and

October, primarily in waters over the continental slope.

Risso's dolphins were almost entirely distributed in shelf
waters «200 m) and were often found in inshore waters.
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Table 1:Total numbers of cetaceans [9,160]recorded in the survey area since 1981. ".

Species

Fin whale

Sperm whale
Harbour porpoise
White· beaked dolphin
Common dolphin
Killer whale

Risso's dolphin

Unidentified cetaceans

Cetacean sp.
Large finned whale sp. "
Small whale sp.
Pilot/ falsekiller whale

Dolphin sp.
Patterned dolphin sp.

Total

9

3

1,122
141

5,667
20

124

38

1

119

2

766
98

Species

Minke whale
Northern bottlenose whale

Bottlenose dolphin
White-sided dolphin
Striped dolphin
Pilot whale

Blue/ fin/ sei whale

Large whale sp.
whale sp.

Unpatterned dolphin

[5]

Total

60

10

294

234

72

294

7

3

9

13
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Figure 1 Minke whale sightings from May to December
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Figure 2 Harbour porpoise distribution throughout the year
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Figure 3 Common dolphin distribution from June to October
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A Traveller's Last Tale

Thefinal il?stallment Padrai8 Whooley's 8lobetrottin8'

After spending six months in the northern hemisphere,I was ready, like some migratory bird, to head south. In

late January, I left L.A. and took a flight to New Zealand,

stopping off in Fiji for 3 weeks. I left L.A. on a Monday and
arrived in Fiji on a Wednesday, and to this day I'm still ask

ing myself whatever happened to Tuesday? Fiji is a tropical
paradise in every sense of the word and a great place to rest

for a few weeks. The peoples of these Melanesian Islands,

which are home to the world's fourth largest reef system,

are among the warmest I encountered on my travels. I won't

dwell too long on the limitless visibility of these warm

waters and the myriad of amazing marine life found within.

Suffice it to say that it beats Dalkey Island by a long shot!!
I was particularly lucky to meet up with a Father Gerard

Hurley from West Cork, a second cousin of mine, who has
been a missionary priest there for 30 ye~rs. So by tagging

along with him I was better placed than most to see some of
the real Fiji.

Alas, one can only sit on a beach for so long and watch

the coconuts fall from the palm trees, so it was time to con

tinue on and finish my trip to Auckland, the City of Sails, so

named because everyone here seems to own a boat! Having

spent two weeks on the North Island and the remaining
three on the South, my opinion was that no country so small

has the God-given right to be so beautiful!
New Zealand is a traveller's dream for many reasons, one

being the ease with which you can hitch-hike between Cape

Reinga in the North and the Bluff in the South. The Marl

borough Sound ferry crossing connecting the two islands

should not be missed, and if you keep your eyes open you're

sure to spot some Dusky dolphins bow riding your waves.
Well of course I was always going to get back onto the

subject of cetaceans, after all whale watching is big business
in the land of the kiwi. If an example of the positive impact

whale watching can have on a community was ever needed,
then Kaikoura, situated on the South Island's east coast, is

it. Ten years ago it was well on its way to becoming an

extinct town, as a result of the collapse of the shellfish fish

ery. Now it's booming and this is due to its famous Sperm
whales.

Kaikoura Whale Watch Company was set up several

years ago by the local Maori tribe, and since then the ven
ture has won tourism awards around the world. Just try to

picture Dingle on a busy day and multiply it by a factor of

ten. They have a fleet of very fast, purpose-built speed boats

for getting the tourist to the hunting grounds where the
whales appear with boring regularity.

I felt, however, that these boats were useless for the job.

First of all their design necessitated you being confined to

your seat for most of the trip; only four at a time were

allowed on deck for a few short moments. Another problem

was the Sperm whales themselves; they rest on the surface

for about half an hour like a big floating log before taking
that deep dive which can last for up to forty-five minutes.

I also felt that, at $100, the trip was very expensive,

given that we were only on the water for about two hours.

However, I should really consider myself lucky, as by sheer
coincidence some hours later the boat that I had been on

burst a pontoon and quickly sank and all twenty-five pas

sengers ended up in the water. Tragically, one Taiwanese girl
who failed to unfasten her safety belt in time drowned. The

accident in no way reflected on this most professional of

operations, it was just one of those things, but should serve

as a reminder to those involved in off-shore whale watching

that it's still a potentially dangerous way to make a living.
Apart from the whales of Kaikoura there is plenty of

marine wildlife to spot in the area. On most trips out you are

likely to encounter the fabulous Dusky dolphin, the tiny

Hectare's porpoise and numerous New Zealand Fur Seals. In

fact, an 1S-foot Great White shark appeared just feet from

the beach, but I had to make do with seeing this incredible

predator on the 6 o'clock news, courtesy of a Japanese

tourist who happened to have had a camcorder at the ready.

A place on the 'not to miss' list was Cape Farewell on the

north west of South Island. This is the closest you will ever

get to a 'whale graveyard'. It is probably the world's most

famous stretch of coastline for whale strandings (usually the

Short Finned Pilot whale). It has neve~ ceased to amaze me
that these creatures should be so named, given their partic

ular talent for beaching themselves with such regularity.

However in the case of the spit at Cape Farewell any minor

navigational error is severely punished. I counted dozens of
dead Pilot whales in varying degrees of decay along this 25
mile stretch of marine reserve. The most recent were a

small group of 36 animals, most of whom were successfully
refloated; the unfortunate eight who didn't make it had had

to be euthanased, the bullet's entry hole being clearly visible
in the case of the larger animals. This is a controversial pol

icy by the N.Z. Department of Conservation but it has the

support of Project Jonah, who co-ordinate with the D.O. C.

and provide the local manpower on such strandings. What

makes this beach particularly interesting is the fact that it is
a reserve, and as such the policy is that whatever dies on the

beach stays on the beach. As you can imagine over the last

century an impressive array of skeletons has accumulated.

There they will remain, a sad and pungent reminder of this

often confused pilot of the seas.

In mid-March I was airborne again, heading to Perth,

Western Australia, where I spent a week with my long-lost
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cousins. Perth is a beautiful city, which enjoys a year-round

Southern Californian climate, and not a Californian in sight!!

Whilst there I frequently spotted Bottlenose dolphins; in fact

they were constant companions as I travelled along the west
coast towards Darwin in the Northern Territories.

When travelling for a year in a manner whiCh sees you

constantly on the move in new environments, you are
always exposed to some degree of risk. The experienced

traveller learns how to minimise these risks. But your luck

can't hold out forever and by the time you've returned

home you're certain to have at least one story guaranteed to

give you the edge at parties. My luck ran out for me twice

on the last leg of my trip. Perhaps I was getting complacent!
The first incident was funny after the event, but bloody

painful during it. I took a trip out to Rottnest Island off

Perth, so named by the Dutch after the wee rat-like marsu

pial, the Quakka, that frequents it. What happened, I hear

you ask? Well, alas, I had the misfortune to step on a cobbler.

Before you start laughing, let me explain that a cobbler is a

small fish of no more than 5" which packs a mean punch in

the form of a retractable slashing barb that injects a poison
that will put you through the roof. I encountered this one

about 2 feet from the shore, at first thinking that I had just

stepped on a piece of coral or glass. But this was more than a

cut. By the time I was out of the water the pain was just

unreal and the blood was flowing freely. An elderly gentle
man saw my distress and helped me up on to the beach, and

luckily a local teacher was able to get his hand on a first-aid

kii: and bandage me up. However the problem was not the

blood but the poison which was travelling up my leg at an

alarming pace. The teacher was thankfully able to identify
the culprit as being something other than the deadly Stone
.fish which can kill an adult in minutes; this relieved me no

end. Mind you, at the time I think death would have been a

gentle release. The nurse in the island dispensary was able to
show me pictures of this little critter, and told me I was the

fourth person this year to experience their wrath. Boiling

water, pain killers, and injections were administered, and do

you think they brought relief? You must be joking! It took six

hours before the poison worked its way out of my body. I'
was glad to put that experience behind me.

Before long I was back on the road again, starting my six

week journey up the west coast, finishing in Darwin high up

in the tropics. One obvious reason for visiting Western Aus

tralia is that the east coast is overrun with tourists all doing

the 'Barrier reef thing' , and I had heard folk speak highly of
the remote and beautiful coastline which stretches for some

4,000 km. Besides, I had long since wanted to see the

famous Bottlenose dolphins of Monkey Mia, and the west
coast boasts a reef which is second to none in the form of the

Ningaloo reef where the enormous whale sharks feed on the

coral spawn every April.

Monkey Mia is beautiful and swimming with wild dol

phins should be a deeply moving event, but this can never be

the case when you're sharing the exoerience with hundreds

of others. That these dolphins are wild isn't really in doubt,

but they have become very habituated to humans since they

first appeared about thirty years ago. Throughout the 70s

and 80s, these animals were fed, on a twice-daily.basis, until

the situation started to get out of hand. Concern was grow
ing that calves were being reared by mothers who had for

gotten that essential Zen art of catching fish and that the

dolphins were losing some of their wild streak, so essential
for survival. I have to make a confession here and admit to

being one of those chosen to hand-feed the dolphins. I had

mixed feelings about this, but, give me a break, how many

times in your life does such an opportunity arise?

A number of years ago it was decided to position Park
Rangers at the feeding site. Their task was to ensure that

tourists behaved responsibly, and to see that the dolphins

were fed no more than 15% of their daily nutritional

requirement to ensure the dolphins would still hunt. While

all this 'dolphin worship' is going on, there is a team of

researchers present doing an on-going study of this popula

tion, and after years they have discovered that the animals
are not Bottlenose dolphins, but a hybrid. I'm amazed it

took them so long to cop this, as they are the smallest Tur

siops that I've ever seen, their underbellies being heavily

spotted rather like the smaller Spotted dolphins. My feelings

about this place were well summed up by Jim Allen of Port

stewart, who said of the Giant's Causeway, "worth seeing,
but not worth going to see!'"

It took me 3 weeks to travel up to Darwin and what an

interesting trip that was. It's about 4,000 hot kilometres to

the far north, but worth the discomfort. As you drive along

the highway you notice that roads in Aussie have a funny
habit of turning into rivers, or desert,..J:>efore turning back

into roads again, but there's nothing like a treasure hunt to
keep the passengers from falling asleep. One of the com

pensations on this trip was the Indian Ocean, which was

always nearby. This proved to be a marvellous playground,
as it doesn't suffer in the same way as the tourist-ravished

east coast from too many people and too few fish.

I recall one incident where my travelling companions and

I decided that the 98% humidity in our banger was as much

as we could take (even with our legs dangling out the win
dows!). We turned off for the Ocean and just marvelled at

the diversity of its marine life. At a glance we saw Sea Tur

tles the size of snooker tables, masses of shoaling Snapper

and a Manta Ray. This was all very nice, but the problem was

that I saw a very large dorsal fin of a fish that certainly was
not a cetacean, and this worried me more than a little. The

shark was too far off to positively identify, but was more

menacing than the little reef sharks that we were familiar
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with. However, the lure of the ocean was too great and we

donned our snorkelling gear. The deal was that two would

get in while the others would keep watch for a sudden direc

tional change. Suffice it to say, what we witnessed on this

dive was amazing for several reasons, but one thing that
stood out was the size of the fish, they were all so big. This

was proof-positive that the area's marine ecosystem was still

very much intact, as it is known that one of the first signs of

over-fishing is a drop in fish size.
The obvious danger to us, i.e. the shark, was not such a

factor, because this area in which several 'potential man

eating species' live hadn't had a shark attack in almost 20

years. The reason is simple. The balance of nature has not
been upset, so these 15--20 foot predators have ample nat

ural prey. Whereas, on the south and east coasts, 'shark

attacks' are on the increase as they compete with man for a

dwindling food source. A far more dangerous scenario
arose, however, when I tried to get out of the water only to

find that a swell had picked up, and hauling myself onto the

rocks now became a near impossible feat.

Wildlife abounds everywhere in these parts, but you can

imagine my surprise when I saw my first emu. To be honest,

I thought that Emu was a children's TV character. I couldn't

believe my eyes when I saw them running around like giant

chickens in a Woody Allen movie. In fact, driving at night
can be a real problem as you swerve to avoid wallabies, kan

garoos, wild horses and even the occasional camel. The

answer is not to avoid them, but to keep going. The last

thing you need on these remote roads is a crash, where the

accident is really only the beginning of your problems. It's

little wonder that running down wildlife is a big recreational

activity in these parts.

With time, the desert gives way to the lushness of the

Kimberly, the ancestral home and heartland of what

remains of the Aboriginal people and their fascinating cul

ture. Having seen the 'welfare state' mentality that these

once proud people have been reduced to, I find it hard to be

optimistic about their future. I don't mean to be offensive,
but from town to town and across the territories what I saw

of them was pathetic. Alcoholism and drug addiction have
ravished their community, much in the same way as it has

the native peoples of the Pacific north-west. But, before we

apportion blame, let us not forget the root cause of their

plight, and the fact that the European settlers treated them
in much the same way as the North American buffalo, Le.

they were exterminated en masse. A cynic could argue that
it serves the politicians' interest just fine to see these peo

ple drink themselves into oblivion, as the whole issue of
land claims and compensation remains a constant thorn in

the government's side which few seem prepared to face up

to. I sincerely hope that all is not lost for the Aboriginal

folk and that they have the wisdom and strength to survive
and flourish.

Land's End for me in this massive country was Darwin,

and while there one should not miss the opportunity to visit

Kakadu National Park (home of Mike Dundee). One thing
you notice here is the amount of water, and of course this

means two things: crocodiles and mosquitoes. It is
absolutely essential in these regions to establish which

species resides where. By this I mean you don't really want

to go skinny dipping where there are freshwater crocs, and

you should never as much as contemplate putting your toe
in the water if there is the slightest chance of salt water croc

odiles being present. Every year, several people fall victim

to this often massive prehistoric predator, which has spent
the last several million years honing its killing skills. Do take

the opportunity to see them, even if it's in a crocodile farm

as they are truly awesome animals, who deserve our respect
and a wide berth!!

I finished my year by taking a flight to the Indonesian

island of BalL From there I spent two months travelling in a

westerly direction between the Gili Islands, Lombok, Bali,

Java and then Sumatra, before crossing to Peninsular

Malaysia, Thailand and ending up in Burma, where I was

politely turned back by a Buddhist monk armed with an

AK47 assault rifle-these are seriously weird and wonder

ful places!

People ask me if! would do it all again and of cOU"sethe

answer is yes. It was a brilliant year and my advice to any

body thinking along the same lines is to go for it. There are
always perfectly good reasons why you should not take the

plunge and, if it's excuses you're looking for, you'll find

them by the dozen. But terribly sensible considerations such

as money, relationships, or career,should be looked at in

perspective. If she really loves you, she'll wait for you, and

haven't you the next 35 years to lose your hair, get fat and

climb that corporate ladder to success. At least if you've

lived life you might be inspired to write an article such as
this, and if you're lucky they'll even give Y0)l a retirement

pen to get you started.
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A Job 'Whale' Done

Des Mills, a Couno/ Donegal skipper, relates his experience if
recent cetacean encounters, both dead and alive!

Towards the end of April this year, the body of a whalewas washed ashore near Glengad Head, on the

lnishowen peninsula. It created a bit of a stir locally and got

a mention in the local press. It was formally identified by

wildlife ranger, Dermot Mclaughlin from Buncrana, as the

body of a forty- to fifty-foot Sperm whale in a fairly
advanced state of decomposition. As the whale was located

in a fairly isolated, rocky part of the coastline, it was
assumed that nature would dispose of the body in due

course. This turned out to be sooner then expected when

some days later, a high tide retrieved the whale and 'took t~

sea once more. End of story?? Not quite!!
I live about three miles from Glengad Head and, on the

afternoon of Thursday 1 May, from the window of my home

at Bunadee Pier, overlooking CuldaffBay, I saw what at first

looked like a nu~ber of black-backed gulls standing on top
of the water. The whale had returned. Within a couple of

hours, the body was deposited in front of the car park, in the

middle of our newly awarded Blue Flag beach at Culdaff. I

went across to have a look and recognised it as a Sperm

whale by the shape of its head and lower jaw. It was badly

decomposed and smelled awful. On Friday 2 May, my wife

phoned the County Council offices in Carndonagh to see if
something could be done in time for the holiday weekend.

The girl in the office pleaded that it was Friday, it was a bank

~.)liday weekend, that everyone was out on jobs, and could
it not wait until Tuesday! However, she promised that, if

someone turned up who could do something, she would

pass on the message. Resigned to our fate, it was a great sur

prise when john Doherty from Culdaff, a County Council

employee, turned up on our beach complete with his trusty
J.C.B. and helper. With a very industrious four hours' work

over the 1 o'clock low water period, john dug a suitable

hole of eight feet deep to receive our whale! (Mind you,

john is something of a veteran at this job, as he had disposed

of a thirty-foot basking shark in a similar fashion a year pre
viously.) By seven 0' clock that evening, the incoming spring

tide had completely disguised the whereabouts of the last

resting place of a giant cetacean.

In Search of Sunken Subs

The spell of.fine weather in May and june was ideal forwreck fishing on the angling charter boat "Baracuda"

out of Culdaff on the lnishowen peninsula in north Donegal.
As skipper on the "Barracuda", I have enjoyed some fine

days' sport and great fishing on the large number of wrecks

which are located off the north coast. In early june, I had a

free day and decided to have a look for a couple of "new"

wrecks, whose positions I had got off trawler skippers in
nearby Greencastle. My daughter, Andrea, was to go with
me. My brother George and his sons Matthew, 12, and

Gary, 10 made up the complement. After an hour, we were

in position, 5 miles north of lnishowen Head and began a

grid pattern search for the first wreck. After 20 minutes
watching GPS and echo sounder, this search proved unsuc

cessful and we decided to go to the next wreck, which was
that of a German sub, some 4 miles further east. On the

way, I noticed a great amount of seabird activity. Hundreds

of gannets, guillemots, razorbills and cormorants were
accumulated in great dense patches on the surface of the sea.

They appeared to be in a frenzy of feeding. I steered the boat

through some of the flocks of seabirds and was able to see

on the ec~o sounder, dense shoals of feeding which I took t~

~e sand eel~ an,d/or her~ing-type fish. Matthew was sitting
III the co-pIlot s seat while the others dozed in the sun on

top of the engine box on deck, when suddenly he shouted,

"Des, sharks, sharks jaws!" I followed his excited gaze while
answering "No, Matthew, they won't be sharks, they're

probably dolphins and, on sighting the fins disappearing

below the surface off our port bow, "Big dolphins". Leaving
the boat on auto-pilot, I rushed out on deck with Matthew

to alert the others. They surfaced again about 50 yards away

and I simply said, "Those are killer whales!" Having seen
killer whales at close qua.rters once- before, there was

absolutely no mistaking the tall black fin and white side on

the big bull. His mate was only a little smaller and two or

maybe three juveniles were with them. They paid us no

attention whatsoever, as they seemed far to busy with the

vast amounts of feeding present. They surfaced next some

distance away and, though we stopped the boat, we did not

see them after that. We were left with a feeling that we had
experienced a rare privilege.

We never did find any sunken submarines that day, but

we were more than compensated by our meeting with
killers of another kind! The wrecks will be located on

another day, they are not going anywhere. Not so our killer

whale friends, who must roam the va~t expanse of the North

Atlantic in a never-ending search of food and survival. Per

haps we may cross their paths another time, or some of their

relations. I hope we do!
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