
• ISSUE No 17 : SUMMER 2000

THE. /Rj:3H
• FREE TO MEMBERS, £2.00 TO NON-MEMBERS

•
Q.uestlons
asked about
Irish whale
sanctuary
Simon Berrow

Ireland still has a rich diversity
and abundance of cetaceans, but
there are some management
issues that must be addressed if
Ireland is to offer real sanctuary
to whales and dolphins.

Since the Irish Whale and Dolphin
Sanctuary Declaration of June 1991,
considerable research and monitoring of
cetaceans in Irish waters has been carried

out. Incidental capture in some fisheries
has been quantified, levels of persistent
pollutants in soft tissues measured and
commercial whalewatching expanded. This
research provides the essential scientific
framework for the proper management of
Irish waters for cetaceans.

To discuss progress, the IWDG hosted a
workshop in Cork in April entitled "Is
Ireland A Sanctuary for Whales and
Dolphins?" As part of the European
Cetacean Society Conference, we invited
distinguished scientists from all over
Europe to contribute to the workshop and
several pertinent points were raised.

On pollution: No harbour porpoise or
common dolphin analysed for persistent
pollutants was free of all chemicals tested.
In addition, harbour porpoises in the Irish
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Minke whale stranded at Portstewart, Co Derry

Sea have an order of magnitude more
radiocaesium in their muscle than those

living outside this area. Research in the UK
has found that increased levels of disease,

some fatal, is correlated with high concen
trations of persistent pollutants.

On fisheries: In 1993, an estimated 2,200

harbour porpoises were being caught
annually in bottom-set gillnets in the Celtic
Sea, approximately 6% of the abundance
estimate of 36,000 - one of the highest
rates ever recorded anywhere in the world.
This study prompted field trials using
pingers to deter porpoises from getting
entangled in gillnets. Although early results
are encouraging, the practicalities of fitting
and operating large numbers of pingers on
gillnets are massive and probably restrictive.
Habituation, faulty pingers and short
battery life may all conspire against this
method of bycatch mitigation. Whereas it
may be useful for specific, high-value gillnet
fisheries, it may not be appropriate for the
bulk of the Irish gillnet fleet.

The workshop also heard how some
Irish fishing organisations, especially the
Irish South and West Fishermen's

Organisation, are trying to establish
"whitefish enhancement zones" which will

be closed to commercial fishing either
permanently or seasonally. Such initiatives
in the NW Atlantic have been found to be

useful for reducing cetacean bycatch. There
is also strong evidence that common and
white-sided dolphins are regularly caught in
some pelagic fisheries and the potential
impact may be significant. However, the
larger vessels have never collaborated in
studies to quantify this bycatch.

On habitats: The role of marine

protected areas such as Special Areas of
Conservation (SACs) - which are the
cornerstone of EU habitat and species
conservation policy - for protecting
dolphins and porpoise was questioned.
Critical habitats are species-specific, can
change in time and place (with sex and
sexual maturity) and are typically a complex
of small areas. To date, only the Shannon
estuary has SAC status, to conserve the
resident group of bottlenose dolphins.

Sighting schemes were considered the
most effective way of identifying key areas
of relative abundance and, when combined

with tracking studies, can identify critical
habitats. However, 23 cetacean species have
been recorded in Irish waters and only two
of these are listed in Annex II of the

Habitats Directive. Criteria designed by
OSPAR suggest the white-beaked dolphin
may be one of the most vulnerable
cetacean species in the NE Atlantic.

The workshop suggested the IWDG
Sighting Scheme should be supported to
identify critical habitats; the government
should sign the ASCOBANS agreement to
help develop bycatch monitoring and
mitigation methods; and it should develop
methods of assessing bycatch rates in
commercial fisheries in collaboration with

the Dept of the Marine discard and stock
assessment programmes. The IWDG will
continue to work with Duchas, the fishing
industry and all interested parties to try
and offer the best sanctuary possible for
cetaceans in Irish waters .•

IWDG Website:
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• News from around the coast

Impact of offshore developments on cetaceans

Air Corps Whalelog Project

Shay Fennelly

The Air Corps Whalelog Project
aims to log and photograph
whales sighted in our marine
territory

The project was set up in
1995 by photographer Shay
Fennelly: In 1999, with funding
from the Heritage Council, the
IWDG provided an EOS 5
autofocus camera and 75

300mm lens for inflight whale
and dolphin identification, with
film sponsored by Fuji Ireland.

The IWDG also organised a Whale
Identification Workshop to help Air
Corps personnel identify cetaceans at sea.
The workshop included a two-hour slide
presentation using aerial photographs
obtained by Emer Rogan from US whale
researchers.

Shay Fennelly discussed the techniques
of photographing cetaceans from an
aircraft flying at over 100 knots, which is
a remarkable feat considering the 5-10
seconds' duration pass. Three illustrated
whale identification guidebooks were also
presented to the Casa Maritime wing.

The Air Corps Maritime Squadron now
plays a unique role in collecting data on
marine wildlife. The new autofocus

cameras will improve the chances of
getting good photographs that can be
used to identify species, and hopefully,
individual whales.

The IWDG was recently asked to

contribute to two environmental impact
assessment (ElA) scoping documents.
These documents are circulated to

interested parties prior to an EIA being
carried out, to identify issues that should
be addressed in the EIA.

Providence Resources pIc are proposing
to develop a small oil field in the Celtic
Sea, while Enterprise Oil pIc propose to
develop the Corrib gas field which lies
approximately 65km off the north-west
coast of Mayo.

Both these areas are known to be

important for a diversity of cetacean
species and the IWDG have requested
that i) a baseline survey be carried out to
assess the relative abundance and
seasonal variation of cetaceans in the
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Sperm whale photographed by AirCorps, 140
miles NW of Donegal, June 2nd 2000, 2.00pm

The workshop outlined the type of
data needed and discussed a new data

sheet which the Air Corps pilots will use
to record sightings. Over time, whale
sightings and identification photographs
will help scientists map the distribution
of cetaceans by species, location and any
seasonal trends.

The Air Corps pilots currently see
whales or dolphins about once every two
months. As more is learned about whale
movements and as aircrews become more

proficient at whale identification, these
sightings will increase. Whalelog data is
added to the IWDG cetacean sightings
database and will help identify areas
significant to whales and will shape
guidelines to protect the largest whales
living in the oceans off our coast. •

proposed development area, ii) special

consideration be given to the potential
acoustic impact of development,
especially during the construction phase,
iii) loss of habitat be quantified, especially
for harbour porpoise and bottlenose
dolphin, and iv) post-construction
monitoring be conducted to assess
long-term impact and to ensure no
displacement or habitat degradation.

We are confident that these companies
will accept their responsibility and carry
out the appropriate work, as the
exploration and exploitation of Ireland's
offshore is possibly the biggest impact on
the habitats of whales and dolphins
around the Irish coast in the history of
the State .•

Freedom of the Shannon
for bottlenose dolphins
On June 2nd, the Minister for Arts, Heritage,
Gaeltacht and the Islands, Sile de Valera TD,

launched Saoirse na Sionna (Freedom of the
Shannon), an accreditation scheme for
dolphinwatch operators on the Shannon
estuary.

The Shannon estuary has recently been
declared a candidate Special Area of
Conservation (cSAC) under the EU Habitats
Directive. This makes commercial dolphin
watching within the SAC a notifiable activity,
and dolphinwatch operators must obtain
permission from the Minister.

To obtain permission, operators must fulfill
certain requirements: namely, they must
comply with the newly-agreed Code of
Conduct (which will also apply to recreational
craft); abide by the Conservation Plan;
provide monitoring data; and demonstrate
competence in environmental interpretation
and species identification. If operators fulfill
these commitments and receive ministerial

permission, they will become accredited under
Saoirse na Sionna.

The scheme gives visitors an assurance that,
if they use accredited operators only, they can
be certain that the vessels abide by the code
of good practice, which minimises their impact
and thereby protects the well-being of the
dolphins.

Saoirse na Sionna is also a powerful
marketing tool, and all current dolphinwatch
operators are fully supportive of the initiative.
They understand that, in the competitive
tourism market, Ireland must develop quality
tourism products and specialist niche holidays
such as in the emerging eco-tourism market.
Only accredited operators will receive
promotional and marketing support from
agencies such as Shannon Development, the
regional development company .•

Blue whales singing
off Irish coast
A research project based in Cornell
University, USA, are using a US North Atlantic
navy underwater sound surveillance system to
monitor vocalisations of fin, blue and

humpback whales in waters north and west of
Britain and Ireland.

Funded by the oil companies exploring the
Rockall Trough, the data obtained provides the
first ever view of whale acoustic activity over
a large geographic area over a long period of
time in the eastern North Atlantic. Results are

stunning: in 1997, for example, up to six blue
whales were heard calling off the west coast in
the Porcupine and Rockall areas. Blue whales
call during the mating season, thought to
occur between November and March off the

west coast of Ireland .•



• Whale and dolphin news from around the world

Timing is everything
The average cost of rehabilitating a seal
after the Exxon Valdez oil spill in Alaska
was $80,000. One minute after two of the

most expensively saved animals were
released back into the wild they were
attacked and eaten by a transient killer
whale.

How dolphins hear
without ears
Dolphins and seals are "acoustic fatheads,"
says Darlene Ketten of Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution.

Scientists have long debated how some

marine mammals, with nothing more than
pinprick holes for ears, can collect sounds
and conduct them to the middle and inner

ears. Many suspected facial fat did it, but
couldn't explain how the fat conducted
sound. Ketten used computerised
tomography and magnetic resonance
imaging to examine the fat bundles in the
lower jaws and ear canals and found that
"these fats have a shape like an ear
trumpet." Believe it or not!

Sperm whale sinks
fishing boat
While lifting fish traps 150m from the
coast of Tenerife, Canary Islands, a fishing
vessel suddenly felt a massive impact on
the bow. Right after the impact, a "big,
black whale - a cathalote" (sperm whale)
was seen a few metres from the boat. The

boat sunk in less than five minutes, but the
vessel and crew were rescued and towed to

land, where the damage from beneath the
vessel confirmed the culprit.

In another incident, this time in the US,
a 73ft two-masted schooner was sunk on

anchor in appropriately-named Whale Bay.
Locals guffawed when the owner blamed a
whale, but after six plates of baleen were
found among the splintered wood inside a
1.5m hole in the hull, the laughing
stopped. The baleen measuring a foot in
length most likely belonged to a humpback
whale, but why it smashed into the 111
year-old boat - the oldest documented boat
in active service on the west coast of the

US - remains a mystery.

Orca looking for meal
A 5m juvenile Orca in Japan brought a
northern city to a standstill (and a pod of
Orcas caused similar chaos in Wellington,

New Zealand) by swimming upriver. This
whale obviously hadn't heard the Japanese
have a rather tarnished reputation when it
comes to cetaceans, both from a culinary
and captivity perspective. However, the
locals had obviously eaten and after a joint
effort and a superb photo-opportunity the
whale was coaxed back to the open sea.

Mediterranean Whale
Sanctuary agreed
In November 1999, France, Italy and
Monaco signed an agreement which brings
into force an 84,000 km2 whale sanctuary
in the northern Mediterranean.

During the summer months, more than
1,000 whales and 25,000 dolphins are
believed to live in the area, one of the
richest in the western Mediterranean. This

agreement follows 10 years of discussions
and bans whaling, monitors fishing and
shipping, controls whale watching activities
and fights the discharge of persistent
pollutants into the sanctuary area.

Drop the Dead Dolphin
Researchers at the University of Aberdeen
are lowering dead dolphins onto the
seabed to study the little-known
community of deep sea scavengers.

A dead cetacean is an impressive
foodfall, and animals attracted to this meal

are recorded using time-lapse photography
and a fish-tracking system. Within
minutes, amphipods (like shrimps) up to
10cm-long were rapidly consuming soft
tissues. Large, six-gilled sharks occurred
around the carcass at depths of 1,500
2,000m and rat-tail fish at around 5,000m.

However, the fish were often preying on
the amphipods as well as the carcass.
Another example from 101 uses for a dead
dolphin!

50°10 of Japanese
whalemeat tainted
Over half of the whale, dolphin and
porpoise meat on sale in Japan is so highly
contaminated that it is unfit for human

consumption - some contains mercury,
PCBs, DDT and dieldrin.

The meats sampled included sashimi,
salted and partially-cooked meat, whale
"bacon" (sliced blubber strips with attached
skin) and canned and cooked meats.

In addition, using molecular genetic
techniques, 25% of the whalemeat was
found to be mislabelled or misadvertised -

it was not whalemeat.

Some beluga whales washed up in the
Gulf of St Lawrence, Canada, are so highly
contaminated with persistent pollutants that
if washed up in Ireland they would have to
be treated officially as toxic waste!

Orca attacks sheep
Attacks by Orcas on seals and other marine
mammals are well documented, but an

attack on a sheep is definitely a surprise.
Miguel Iniguiez in Argentina witnessed an

Orca intentionally stranding itself in front of
a sheep that was drinking seawater on the
shore. The sheep escaped the attack, but
whether the Orca mistook the sheep for its
usual prey or this type of attack is quite
common is known only to the Orca .•

And in Ireland ...

In search of right whales

This summer, whale biologist Michael

Moore will be cruising the Irish coast
looking for right whales in his 55ft steel
yacht Rosita.

Right whales, so called because they
were "the right whales to kill:' are
practically extinct in the NE Atlantic, but
are occasionally sighted in Irish waters
(for example off Cape Clear in 1978).

Michael has searched every ocean of the

world for right whales as part of his work
on the effects of pollution on these mighty
leviathans and on the genetic variability of
their depleted populations. Worse than

looking for a needle in a haystack, Michael
is searching the old whaling grounds off the
Mullet peninsula, Co Mayo, where the
occasional right whale was killed in the
month of June in times past, before
continuing his cruise around Ireland,
Scotland and down to the Azores before

the winter gales start.
Michael made Kilrush, Co Clare, his

landfall on crossing the Atlantic from his
base at Woods Hole Oceanographic
Institute, Massachusetts, and will be collab

orating with work on the Shannon dolphins
this summer. This is the first dedicated

whale survey since the IWDG Seadrifter
cruises in 1998. All of Michael's cetacean

sightings will be submitted to the IWDG .•
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DIARY OF AN IRISH WHAlEWATCHER • By Padraig Whoolev

Great days on the south coast
By the time you read this, I'll have
completed a year's whalewatching
from headlands and islands on the
south-west coast of Ireland.

What differentiates this effort

from others is that I continued my
work, in fact redoubled it, through
the winter and spring months. Safe
in the knowledge that I was doing
something no other fruitcake in
Ireland (or probably Europe) was

doing, ie sitting on windswept
cliff-tops and offshore islands
throughout our frigid northern
winter, only served as encourage
ment. The fact that I saw more
cetaceans than I could ever have

imagined was more than adequate
compensation. Based on over
seventy watches, of average 25hr
duration, I observed cetaceans on
94% of watches. This breaks down

as follows: harbour porpoise 72%,
dolphins (common, bottlenose and
Risso's) 38% and whales (minke,
sei and fin) 28%.

To whet your appetite, I'll take
you through some of the more
interesting encounters ...and bear in
mind that these are well outside
what academia calls the

summer/autumn peak.

Cape in November
On November 8th, I headed out

to Cape Clear Island for the first of
three winter visits, all of which

were under optimum environ
mental conditions. Remember, you
are largely wasting your time
whalewatching in poor weather,
unless you are also interested in
seabirds, which move inshore in

poor weather. On Day One, I
observed 30 common dolphins and
about 20-25 porpoises within clear
view of my observation point at
Blanan. Day Two, I spent an hour

looking down the blowhole of a
25ft minke whale as it lunged
through an assortment of frenzied
seabirds whilst feeding, just east of
Bullig. With a powerful scope, it
was possible to pick out the tiniest
detail on this, the smallest and
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most commonly sighted rorqual in
Irish waters.

Old Head of Kinsale
On Friday November 19th, 1 was

the right man in the right place.
Imagine my good fortune as a
movement of some eight large
baleen whales surfaced and blew
south of the Old Head of Kinsale.

Just when I thought it couldn't get
any better, 60-80 dolphins joined
the whales, some cheeky
individuals taking the opportunity
to bow-ride the pressure waves as
the whales hunted the herring
shoals. This is something I have
seen once on Vancouver Island, but

never in my wildest dreams did I
think [ would witness it in Irish

waters. By a process of elimination
and a little guesswork, I put my
money and staked my reputation
on their being sei whales. Their
smaller size, large dorsal fin, bushy
blow and surface behaviour didn't
seem consistent with fin whales.

When I talk of smaller size,
however, it is relative, as these are

among the largest creatures on
Earth, several times larger than an
elephant. [ felt honoured, indeed,
to be able to show the spectacle to
the attendant lighthouse keeper and
his eight-year-old daughter Rachel.

This was not a once-off as, by
chance, we had an [WDG meeting
that night and the 'experts' were in
town. The following day, the whales
obliged and Simon Berrow shared
my opinion that they were indeed
sei. These whales fed every day for
the next week in the area, and on

occasions l saw them from my car
on approaching the Old Head car
park. Whalewatching simply
doesn't get much easier or better
than this.

On Day Three at the Old Head,
my wife (by now a bit of an expert)
and 1 went down to check on our

visitors, and in the process we also
saw some 25-30 porpoise, five
bottlenose dolphins and over 50
common dolphins flashing their

IISome eight

large baleen

whales

surfaced and

blew south of

the Old Head.

Just when I

thought it

couldn't get

any better,

60-80

dolphins

joined the

whales"

T Humpback
whale diving off
Cape Clear
Island, Co Cork,
August 1998
(Photo: Jens Ryge
Petersen/lWDG)

hourglass pattern at close range.
Four species in two hours, and this
was late November. With such

activity, places like British
Columbia, Baja California, New
Zealand and Patagonia were
beginning to look decidedly
second-rate. Day Four was even
better. 1 directed John Petch and

Tom O'Leary from my cliff perch to
where the whales were blowing, as
they attempted to position the
ketch, SeadrifLer, within 'lens range'
of these leviathans dwarfing the
forty-foot craft. No easy task, but
worth it, as they succeeded in
getting that classic 'spouting whale'
photo.

Finally, by Tuesday November
22nd, the calm, cold weather

associated with the high hanging
over Ireland gave way to the
prevailing southwesterly system.
The wind picked up, the visibility
worsened and the waves rolled in,

making my task somewhat more
difficult. But the whales were not

deterred. They hadn't visited our
shores on the strength of our
reputation for glorious November
weather! Just as my enthusiasm
waned, I saw that familiar blow and

the vapour that briefly hung in the
mist, reminding us that we can
never truly comprehend the sea's

message. Wednesday was blowing a
gale, but UCC observers on the
navy vessel, LE EiLhne, confirm that
they saw numerous large whales off
the Old Head. This was Day Six of
what was by any standards a truly
exceptional week's watching.

As I glance at my records for
November, I note that I saw whales



Congratulations to Jeff and Sue McGee in Carrigaholt,
Loop Head, Co Clare, on the launch of their new
dolphin-watching vessel Draiocht and to Paul and
Gerard Griffin in Kilrush, Co Clare, on the launch of
their dolphin-watching vessel Dolphin Discovery.
The IWDG wish them every success.

New dolphin-watching vessels

Sei whole off Old Head of Kinsale, Co Cork (Photograph: John Petch)

between Beginish and us.
The irony is that had [ been on

Sybil Head (around the corner)
looking into Smerwick Harbour, I'd
have seen the pod of about 25
bottlenose dolphins that regularly
visit the peninsula. I may even have
seen the dead stranded Cuvier's
beaked whale that Simon Berrow

happened upon some hours later in
Ferriters Cove, which was the

centrepiece of a feature in The Irish

Times the following Saturday.

• If you have any queries on whale
watching or on any cetacean-related
matter, please write to Padraig
Whooley, 21 Donnybrook Cottages,
Donnybrook, Douglas, Co Cork
Tel: (021) 897 312
Email: padwhorca@hotmail.com

Element of luck
If there is a lesson in this story, I

guess it's that there is an element of
luck in whalewatching in [reland.
Movements of many species are
unpredictable and, to a degree, you
need to be in the right place at the

right time. But there is also an
element of hard work. With nearly

50% of our mammalian fauna being
marine, you have a wonderful
opportunity to avail of front-row
seats at one of wildlife's greatest
shows, and there are regular
performances throughout the year
at a venue near you.

You have been advised.

Headlands are the place to go if you
want to see truly inspirational
wildlife in Ireland. My advice is to
invest in a good pair of binoculars,
or if you can stretch the budget, a
spotting scope. Dress up warmly
and head to the coast. With a little

practice (and luck) at reading the
tell-tale signs of hyperactive
seabirds, odd-looking waves,
unexplained dark patches or splash,
you will be well rewarded.

Now, anyone for a spot of

whalewatching? •

Slea Head in April
1 must recount an interesting day

1 had on Slea Head in Kerry on
April 29th. 1 was heading out to

Clogher Head via the Slea Head
drive on a glorious Saturday
morning. By force of habit, I drove
with one eye on the road and the
other on the sea (which I neither
condone nor recommend). This

paid dividends when a minke
whale surfaced within 400 yards of
the windy cliff road, in the waters
flooding through Blasket Sound.
Despite screeching the car to a halt
and grabbing my binoculars, 1
failed to see it re-surface. As is often

the case with minke, the first glance
can so often be your last, as they
are prone to long dives.

With such a promising start to
the day, I enthusiastically resumed
my journey to Clogher Head to
start my watch proper. Would you
believe, in four hours of perfect
conditions I failed to see as much

as a sausage. Simon Berrow - who
Joined me later - detecting my

disappointment, Joked that I may
have seen something had I not been
looking for sausages! How typical,
as no sooner had he said this than a

small group of porpoise surfaced

Cape in April
My third visit to Cape Clear in

mid-April proved fairly tame by
Cape standards, despite the perfect
weather. Only after hours of
scanning did 1 observe briefly a
small group of dolphins (species
unknown) Interestingly, the
harbour porpoise activity was also
well down. This seems consistent
with records from around this time

of year, which show a significant
drop in levels of porpoise activity.

dolphins created their usual
excitement, I observed fin and

minke whales quietly joining in the
feast of plenty on two occasions,
further offshore.

Details of any
sightings should
be sent to the
IWDG Cetacean

Sighting Scheme,
Merchants Quay,
Kilrush, Co
Cork.

Sightings

IIHeadlands
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see truly

inspirational

wildlife in

Ireland.
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•
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•
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will be well

rewarded"

Cape in January
With the millennium hype

dissipating faster than a summer
frost, I headed to Cape Clear again
in mid-January on the strength of a
forecasted anti-cyclone which

guaranteed a week of zero wind
and calm seas. This trip was better
than my November outing as I

observed dolphins and large
numbers of porpoise on all three
days.

On Day Two, common dolphins
were outside South Harbour and

inside Roaringwater Bay I passed
an entire afternoon watching a pod
of about 25 of these gregarious
animals resting and socialising on
the surface, coming to within a few
hundred yards of my vantage point
on the Bill of Cape - a behavioural
biologist's dream. (With all this
activity around, it is easy to forget
the porpoises: these seem to feature
permanently off Blanan.)

On leaving, I felt fortunate to
witness what I thought was a
localised inshore movement of this

pelagic species, but I was wrong. It
became clear on returning to the
mainland that this was being

replicated throughout west Cork. In
fact, I saw dolphins on nine
consecutive days, and on five of
these, between January 17th and
24th, I counted them in the

hundreds (highest estimate for a
single watch was 300+)

The reason for this inshore

movement was food availability
Local fishermen told me there were

unseasonally high volumes of sprat
inshore. What else would entice

dolphins into the inner Kinsale
Harbour by James Fort for the first
time in living memory? While the

(sei & minke) on 77.7% of my

watches, and dolphins (common &
bottlenose) on 66.6%. In

December, I had a 100% sighting
rate for porpoises and 33% for
dolphin, but with whales remaining
absent.
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Above: Simon Berrow with dead Cuvier's beaked whale at Ferriters Cove, Co Kerry (Photo: Don MacMonagle)

Mass stranding of
Cuvier's beaked
whales?
The beaked whales (Family: Ziiphidae) are a
mysterious group of whales which live in
deep underwater canyons, feeding on a
variety of squid species. Five species of
beaked whale have been recorded in Irish

waters - a high number, re!1eeting Ireland's

geographical location on Europe's western
seaboard, close to the deep water off the

edge of the continental shelf.
The Cuvier's beaked whale is the most

frequently recorded beaked whale in
Ireland. Between 1901-1995,21 individuals

were washed up on the coast at a rate of
one every four years. In 1997, two were
recorded, but in nine days in March of this
year three individuals were found (two in
Co Clare and one in Co Sligo). The
reporting of another Cuvier's on a beach in
Co Kerry (Dun an Oir, Ballyferriter, Dingle
peninsula) on the weekend of May 1st
through the IWDG Stranding Scheme raises
some big questions as to what is causing
these deaths.

Two recent mass strandings of Cuvier's
whales have alerted the scientific

community to the potential impact of
acoustic disturbance on these whales. In

May 1996, 12 Cuvier's whales mass
stranded in Greece during NATO testing of
a Low-Frequency Active Sonar System for
detecting nuclear submarines.

Between March 15 and 16th 2000

another mass-stranding of beaked whales,
mainly Cuvier's but also Blainville's (and
also dolphins and two baleen whales),
occurred in the Bahamas in the Caribbean

during US Navy LWAD (Littoral Warfare
Advanced Development) sea tests. In May,
the US Navy abandoned these trials due to
strong scientific concern over their impact
on whales.

There is a huge seismic survey effort
going on off the west coast of Ireland by oil
companies. In 1997, nearly 26,000km of
sea was surveyed acoustically, and a further
20,000km in 1998, but there has been no
environmental impact assessment of this

activity.
Seismic exploration uses a high-intensity

(200-250 db), low-frequency (200Hz
20kHz) spectrum generated by an airgun
array which sends out a bang every 10
seconds. Even at distances of 8km, the

sound from these airguns is greatly in
excess of background noise levels and
studies have shown that species such as
common dolphin avoid these areas during
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seismic activity. For beaked whales that
inhabit deep underwater canyons, the effect
may be much greater: received noise levels
may be much higher because sound waves
reverberate inside the canyons, resulting in
less attenuation and greater impact on the
whales.

Whereas the link between this activity
and the stranded Cuvier's whales is very
circumstantial, it does highlight the huge
lack of information on the effects of our
activities on the marine environment and

until we can be confident that the i~pacts
are minimal, these potentially very
damaging activities should be stopped.

Seal Sanctuary
opens new pool
On November 1st, 1999, the Irish Seal

Sanctuary (lSS) opened Loch Emma, a state
of-the-art pool of impressive dimensions
and depth, after much hard physical labour
by Brendan Price, his family and sanctuary

volunteers. Who would have thought they
would see porpoising grey seal pups in
Brendan's back garden7

The ISS also hosted a marine mammal

veterinary workshop presented by James
Barnett, whom people will remember from
the IWDG stranding course at Dollymount
in April 1998. Well done to the ISS for
organising this event and thank you for
extending an invitation to IWDG.

Marine mammal
training courses
The IWDG will be including present best
advice on how to deal with live stranded

animals in a course on cetaceans currently
being prepared for Duchas and the
Department of Environment (Northern
Ireland). The course will include identifica
tion of live and dead (skull characteristics

etc) cetaceans and basic ecology in Irish '
waters. Any groups interested in this course
should contact the Secretary, IWDG.

Large increase in
reponed strandings
Over the five-year period 1995-2000, there

were around 550 cetacean strandings
reported on the Irish coast - about the same
as that reported for the previous 95 years
(1901-1995)

Undoubtedly, this increase re!1ects the

increase in awareness and reporting of
cetaceans in Ireland, but there may also be a
real increase in strandings.

Harbour porpoise and common dolphin
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remain the most frequently reported, but
some species such as striped dolphins
Stene11a cael111eoalba are stranding with
increasing frequency. Striped dolphin
typically inhabit warmer, tropical water, so
this increase is likely due to climate change,
but whether increased stranding re!1ects
increased numbers (perhaps attracted to
Ireland's whale and dolphin sanctuary7!) or
increased mortality is not known .•

Common dolphin
The common dolphin Delphinus delphis is
probably the most abundant dolphin in Irish

waters and is featured in the IWDG logo. Its
hourglass pattern, long beak and highly active
behaviour makes it quite distinctive, but
scientists have decided there are now two

species, the common dolphin and the long
beaked common dolphin or Delphinus capensis 

the latter occurring in tropical waters.
In Ireland, common dolphins tend to be seen

over the continental shelf, or on the shelf edge,
in water with a mean surface temperature of
I 1°C. Common dolphins can be seen off all
Irish coasts, but the south-west and north-west

coasts are especially good and common
dolphins are regularly seen from land off Achill
Head, Loop Head, Slea Head, Mizen Head,

Cape Clear and Old Head of Kinsale (see
Padraig Whooley's article, pages 4-5).

There is an inshore movement in late

summer, making observing this species even
more accessible. The area of continental shelf

to the west of the Aran Islands is thought to

be a calving ground for common dolphins.
The common dolphin is the most frequently

stranded dolphin in Ireland, reflecting its
relative abundance around the Irish coast. It is

also frequently live-stranded and is one species
that is probably quite successfully refloated.
Mass strandings also occur and a recent one
(March 18th, 1999) on the Mullet peninsula, Co
Mayo, involved at least 18 animals of which all
but two were helped back out to sea.

Dead animals can be identified by the
number of teeth in each jaw (38-44) and deep
palatal grooves, which distinguish the species
from striped dolphins. Common dolphins are
frequently caught in fishing nets, both gill and
trawl fisheries, and this mortality is thought to
account for 32% of strandings in Ireland .•



• Cetacean sightings and related news

SACs proposed for
porpoise and dolphin
The IWDG have been invited to identify
potential Special Areas of Conservation
(SACs) for harbour porpoise and
bottlenose dolphins around the Irish coast.
These two species are on Annex II of the
EU Habitats Directive and Ireland is

required to designate SACs that
"correspond to the ecological requirements
of the species,"

Although both harbour porpoise and
bottlenose dolphin are abundant and
widespread in Irish waters, we still know
relatively little about their habitat require
ments, This makes it difficult to identify
key sites for SAC status,

At present, the only SAC for cetaceans in
Ireland is the Shannon estuary, on account
of the resident group of bottlenose
dolphins known to occur there, Using data
from the [WDG Cetacean Sighting Scheme,
and especially the Constant Effort Sighting
Scheme coordinated by Conal 0 Flanagan,
we have proposed a number of sites to be
considered for SAC status, as at least one of

these two species has been sighted at these
sites throughout the year and regularly
recorded in at least three consecutive years,

The proposed sites are listed below. •

Table
Sites proposed by IWDG for SAC status
for porpoise and bottlenose dolphin:

Harbour Porpoise
I, Counties Dublin and Wicklow: "".Dublin Bay

2. County Cork: ""." .."""""Old Head of Kinsale

3. County Cork: """"""""""""Roaringwater Bay

4, County Cork: .""""."""""".""""Dursey Island

5. County Kerry: """"".""""."""."Blasket Islands

6. County Galway: ".""."""." .."".""."Galway Bay

Bottlenose dolphin
I. County Galway: """"""""" ..."."".",Galway Bay

2. Counties Galway & Mayo: North Connemara

Orcas tracked along
the Irish coast
On March 18th, divers from the Dingle
Dive Centre had a close encounter with a

pod of Orcas in Dingle Bay. For 20
minutes, they cruised along with the pod,
which included one large male and three

smaller individuals, and could almost

touch the animals, according to Mike
Shannon, Director of the Centre,

A month later, Derek Scott, who is

resident on Dursey Island in west Cork,
sent the IWDG all his cetaceans sightings
(of which there was a staggering number!),
These included a pod of Orcas heading
north the day before they were sighted in
Dingle Bay. The group size was the same,
with one large male, and it is very likely
they were the same pod, On March 19th
the same pod was seen passing north
through Blasket Sound on the way to who
knows where, So, through the IWDG
Cetacean Sighting Scheme, this group was
followed for almost 100km along the Irish
coast. •

Patagonia fund new
IWDG Sighting Scheme
The IWDG have recently been awarded
funding from the clothing company
Patagonia towards the Cetacean Sighting
Scheme, This funding will go towards
reprinting the very popular Identification
Poster (of which 5,000 have been given
away free since 1993), redesigning the
sighting form and updating the sighting
database,

This is the first funding commitment the
IWDG has been given since being granted
charitable status and it justifies the new
direction of the IWDG,

The Cetacean Sighting Scheme is an
essential element of the IWDG but it has

not been very active in recent years, If the
IWDG are to contribute fully to the
conservation and better understanding of
cetaceans in Irish waters, then a well

supported sighting scheme is essential. It
will be critical to our understanding of the
seasonal distribution and relative
abundance of cetaceans in Ireland and will

help to assess the impact of industrial
developments on Irish waters,

An effective sighting scheme will also be
a great support to the rapidly developing
eco-tourism industry around the coast by
helping operators to identify the best time
and the best places to see some of the most
appealing marine resources or "charismatic
megafauna" in the ocean,

The IWDG is delighted with the support
of Patagonia, and a launch of the new
Sighting Scheme is planned for July in the
Patagonia shop in Dublin, •

Another legend
from the Blaskets?
The story of the walrus sightings in your
last edition reminded me of a story I never
quite believed.

During a bird survey on the Blasket
Islands in Co Kerry, Owen Dunleavy, a tall,
thin man with a black walrus moustache,

told us one evening how a gang of them
had gone over to Inishvickillaune. One
morning, a young lad who had got up
earlier than the others ran back to the

house and woke them all up, saying that
'Old Nick' himself was down on the

strand ... and there on the little shingle
beach was a huge creature with two tusks,
apparently asleep.

They were determined to capture him,
as anything arriving on the island was either
eaten or put to some other good use. The
bravest of them put a rope around the
creature, which promptly woke up and set
off towards the sea, towing the nine-strong
team of men down the beach, as if they did
not exist, until he reached the sea,

whereupon he shook off the ropes and
swam away, never to be seen again.

At the time, I was highly sceptical, as I
did not think walrus ever visited our

shores, but now I am inclined to think that

the story was probably true and not just a
'porter-inspired' fairy tale ... added to
which, who could invent a walrus?

John Petch
Kilbrittain, Co Cork

Walrus, Clew Bay, Co Mayo, 1999

Send your letters, contributions or
comments on the magazine to: The
Editor, Irish Whale & Dolphin Group,
Merchants Quay, Kilrush, Co Clare.
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• IWDG contacts arou nd the coast

Eugene Wallace
087-2646434

Dr Simon Berrow,

Merchants Quay,
Kilrush, Co Clare
Tel: 086-854 5450
Email:

SDWF@oceanfree.net

Sightings

Dr Emer Rogan
(See details, left)
Also:

Irish Seal Sanctuary
Tel: (0 I) 835 4370

Live strandings

Padraig Whooley
(021) 897 312
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Dr Emer Rogan, Dept
of Zoology, UCC
Tel: (021) 904197 or
(021) 904053
Mobile 087-699 5314

Email: e.rogan@ucc.ie

Strandings

The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group has established a network of contacts who will visit stranded
animals and collect records of those sighted at sea. If you find a whale, dolphin or porpoise washed
up, or observe one at sea or from the shore, please tell your nearest contact person.


