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Since the last issue of Flukes
the summer has come and
gone, and with it some 
stand-out sightings,
strandings and events as well

as some extra-special moments for the
IWDG, including a long sought-after
humpback whale match between Ireland
and a long-suspected breeding ground
for Irish humpbacks – Cape Verde – out
in the Atlantic off West Africa.

Celtic Mist was kept busy from May to
August after another productive
overwinter refit in Dublin. Her first
objective was to act as a floating
classroom along the east and south
coasts as part of a pilot project in
conjunction with other Irish environmental
NGOs, including the Irish Wildlife Trust,
Marine Dimensions and the Irish Ocean
Literacy Network, which brought marine
biodiversity into many primary school
classrooms.

Celtic Mist then moved on to complete
her summer sailing season and survey
work with IWDG members between Cork
and Galway.

WhaleTrack Ireland continued to
produce interesting results, with more 
photo ID matches, drone flights to
observe and measure humpback whales
and deploying the project’s soundtrap to

listen for whales along the southwest
between Cork and Clare. The 100m
bathymetric contour line was also
surveyed for the first time to try to link
the feature with the marine biodiversity
of that area from an oceanographical and
biological perspective.

The signs of unsettled winter weather
arising from heavy seas and strong
autumnal winds are already becoming
apparent around the country. This makes
utilising our already scarce weather
windows even more important as we
enter our traditional winter whale-
watching season.

seán O’Callaghan, Editor

The summer saw a long
sought-after humpback
whale match between
Ireland and Cape Verde
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By Dr simon Berrow, CEO

The IWDG annual meeting, where you
can meet members and officers of the
IWDG, hear stories from 2019 and look
forward to the year ahead, will take
place on Saturday, November 16th, 
at the Green Isle Hotel, Dublin
(www.greenislehotel.com).

On Friday, we will host a social event
in the hotel from 9.00pm until 11.00pm,

during which we will share some film
footage and stories from the past
year.

On Saturday, between 10.00am and
4.00pm, we will hold a series of
sessions covering different aspects of
the IWDG and its activities. An invited
speaker, Dr Conor Ryan, will share
some of his stories from travelling and
studying whales and dolphins around
the world.

The iWDG AGM will then take
place between 4.00pm and 5.00pm.

The event is free to members,
but will cost €30 for non-members.
Participants will have to cover their
own lunches. 

A special rate of €85 (single) and
€95 (double) B&B for Friday night
is available from the hotel. Please
book at EVENTBRITE to secure a
place 

By Pádraig Whooley, 
sightings Officer

This year’s Whale Watch Ireland event
on August 24th was attended by some
860 wildlife enthusiasts and visitors at
nineteen sites, a 9% decline on 2018
numbers.

The lower numbers this year can
best be explained by the very foggy
conditions that prevailed on the day
along much of the south and 
southwest coasts: this impacted
heavily on attendance at some sites.

The success or otherwise of this
outdoor event is generally determined
by the weather on the day. Thankfully,

most sites were treated to calm seas
and clear skies but, surprisingly, this
still resulted in fewer than expected
sightings: just 58% of sites reported
sightings compared to 73.6% in 2018.

There was one stand-out result from
this year’s event: the whale watch at
Clogher Head, Co Kerry, produced an
impressive tally of four species, with
common and Risso’s dolphins and
minke and humpback whales. This was
despite this watch being cut short due
to fog.

Despite the lower attendance and
rate of sightings at this year’s event,
the IWDG was very pleased with the
overall results.

For 2020, we plan on moving
Whale Watch Ireland day away from
Heritage Week to Biodiversity Week
in late May, which we feel will be a
better fit. It is generally a more
settled time of year weather-wise; 
the weather in August over the past
decade has been very unreliable. 
This move should also attract more
students, as schools will still be open
then, although it will likely result in
fewer overseas visitors; but that’s
fine, as they are not a main target
audience

Whale Watch Ireland 2019
Results from this year’s event at nineteen locations

By seán O’Callaghan, science Officer

IWDG successfully completed the first multidisciplinary
survey of the 100-metre bathymetric contour line from
Cork to Galway between July 31st and August 8th this year.

The Marine Top Predators on the 100m Contour survey
brought together researchers (plus one student) from the
Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology’s Marine and
Freshwater Research Centre and the Department of
Ocean Sciences at NUI Galway. Their aim was to see if
there was any link between this sea-floor feature, the area’s
oceanography and the apparent biodiversity hotspot that
we have come to associate with it in recent years.

We were very fortunate to be awarded funding from the
Marine institute and the use of their research vessel Celtic
Voyager for the survey, where we looked and listened for

marine mammals, along with recording seabirds and other
marine megafauna while in transit.

Fishing tows, plankton hauls and CTD (conductivity,
temperature and depth) stations, along with the vessel’s
underway sensors, collected a wealth of data which, when
processed, should shed some light on the direct effects of
oceanographic factors (such as sea depth and sea-floor
habitats) on the marine biodiversity off our southwestern
coasts

Along the contour
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Celtic Voyager in Galway

Marine studies along the 100-metre contour

Stories from the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group and members
Whale Tales

• THANK YOU We extend a huge thanks
to inis in Kilmacanogue, Co Wicklow, for
once again sponsoring the event, and to all
of our watch leaders who volunteered
their time and experience to lead the local
watches. We couldn’t do it without you.
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Autumn 2019

During the period April to
September 2019 we received
and validated 740 cetacean
and basking shark sighting

records, comprising nine species, listed
in the following table:

At time of writing, however, there
were still sightings data awaiting
processing, so we expect the final
number to be somewhat higher,
although it remains to be seen how
great an impact a rather poor summer
weather-wise will have had on the
volume of sightings reported to us
during the summer period.

Sightings of our most widely
distributed and smallest toothed whale,
the harbour porpoise, are down on
2018, but on the other end of the
odontocete spectrum, we’ve had some
interesting encounters this summer
with our largest dolphin, the killer
whale.

Killer whales
Since July, there have been three well
documented killer whale sightings. On
July 14th, a pair were photographed off
Kilkee and the Loop Head area of Co
Clare. Then singles were reported on
July 28th off Union Hall, Co Cork (see
photo, above) and on September 8th

off Tory Island, Co Donegal.
All three sightings had one thing in

common… they were all members of the
Scottish West Coast Community group
and, more specifically, they were the
individuals called John Coe and
Aquarius. On more than one occasion
this year these two animals were re-
sighted back off western Scotland within
a week of being seen off the Irish coast.
Clearly, what they lack in fecundity, they
more than make up for in mobility.

Humpbacks
Under the Whale Track ireland project,
IWDG fieldwork has focused on large
whales and particularly on humpback
whales. Since April this year we have
documented 99 humpback sightings.

In contrast to 2018, when they were
recorded only in counties Cork and
Kerry, this year we’ve added counties
Clare, Donegal, Antrim and Down to
that list. We can’t say whether this
represents a range expansion, but it is
good to see humpback whales outside
of their known west Cork and Kerry
hotspots, and recent humpback whale
sightings in Donegal Bay remind us that
there may be a bigger picture….

These Donegal Bay sightings are
important records, as humpback whale
sightings from this area are indeed rare.
In fact, the sightings from just west of
St John’s Point on September 22nd, and
from six nautical miles northwest of
Mullaghmore (which can be claimed as
a Sligo record) on September 24th, are
the first records of this iconic species
from Donegal/Sligo since May 2008
when Rónán McLaughlin observed a
humpback off Ineuran Bay, Malin Head.

The record previous to that one was
on August 26th, 2004, and involved a
female humpback (which was caught in
fishing gear and was dead the next
morning) off Greencastle, Lough Foyle
– one could argue that that was a
stranding record. Either way, it’s been
over eleven years since our last
validated sighting of a humpback whale
from any Donegal/Sligo waters, and we
hope it’s not a once-off.

Among the most memorable
humpback encounters this season were
re-sightings of HBiRL 1 and HBiRL 2,
the first individuals on the Irish
Humpback Whale Catalogue, dating
back to September 1999, when they

species % of sightings
Common dolphin 19

Minke whale 19

Bottlenose dolphin 15

Humpback whale 13

Harbour porpoise 12

Basking shark 5

Fin whale 3

Risso’s dolphin 3

Killer whale 1

SIGHTINGS

Sightings Officer Pádraig Whooley analyses the sightings
results for 2019 so far

2019: sightings to September

killer whale off Union Hall,
Co Cork, on July 28th, 2019

Humpback whale, with minke whale to rear
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iguess it’s true then: time does seem
to go faster as you get older – 
I find it hard to believe autumn has
come already and it’s getting to the

‘look back and review the year’ time
again.

So far this year (up to September 24th),
while strandings numbers have remained
high (as they have done for nine years
now), they have also dropped in number.
So far, we have had 185 strandings this
year, down from 240 in 2018 and from 
213 in 2017, and more akin to the figures 
in 2016 (n=175) and 2013 (n=174).

The difficulty here is trying to assess
what this means, as there are so many
variables affecting animals at sea and
what happens to them when they die.
Maybe this is a good place to point out
that most ‘strandings’ are of dead
animals; so far this year live strandings
have accounted for only 7% of all
strandings.

Initially, the carcass will sink, but, as
decomposition begins, gasses will build
up inside the body cavity and it will rise
to the surface. The carcass is then at the
mercy of the vagaries of Mother
Nature’s maritime transport network, at
least until decomposition and scavengers
at sea make enough holes in it for the
gasses to escape the body cavity and
for the carcass to sink again.

Effects of wind direction
Aside from currents and tides, I suspect
wind direction and speed affect our
stranding records to quite a degree. This
isn’t based on proper quantifiable
scientific examination but on personal
observation – so perhaps as erratic as
the weather!

Most strandings in Ireland tend to occur
on the west and south coasts, and our

prevailing winds are predominantly south-
westerlies. While I realise that there is a
wider variety and larger population of
species (with a consequently higher number
of potential strandings) in the wild Atlantic,
it is interesting to observe the effects of
prolonged calm weather, or better yet,
some nice stiff easterly breezes. Strandings
on the west coast drop off while small
numbers of dead harbour porpoises or
even common dolphins pop up on the east
coast. One wonders how different our
strandings maps might look if our prevailing
winds were from the north or east?!

So far this year, we have received reports
of eight minke whale strandings around the
coast. This is definitely on the high end of the
numbers of minkes we would expect in a year
and, while not raising the hackles just yet, it is
certainly something to keep an eye on.

Amongst the hundreds of photos of
dead whales and dolphins sent to the IWDG
each year there are usually one or two that
really give us pause for thought. Of the
eleven strandings on the coast of Northern
Ireland this year (mostly of harbour
porpoises) one in particular stood out for
me. Unfortunately, it’s not that unusual for
minke whales to get their tails entangled
in ropes, but a series of photos taken by
Norman Bridges at Tyrella, Co Down, on
September 9th really brought home to me
what a sad and horrific end this must have
been for such a majestic creature (see
photo, above).

With all the current talk of climate
change, ocean plastics, etc, it was
interesting to read an article which said
that it’s not about arguing whether or not
banning plastic straws will save the world,
but rather a change in general attitude to
what is around us and how we affect it in
our day-to-day choices. Small steps will get
you anywhere… eventually

Strandings Officer Mick O’Connell reviews the strandings
records in Ireland for 2019 so far

STRANDINGS

Strandings report
Deceased minke whale, Tyrella, Co Down, September 9th, 2019. it had become entangled in ropes at sea

were filmed together off the Kinsale
gas fields. What are the chances
that, twenty years later almost to
the day, IWDG would document the
same pair of humpback whales off
the Blasket Islands?

With further photographic
evidence of this pair together in
November 2004, and images which
put them in the same area in
December 2008 and 2012, the Irish
Humpback Whale Catalogue is now
entering very interesting territory:
we are starting to record both
individuals and cohorts returning to
the Irish southwest into their third
decade.

Ireland’s best known humpback,
HBiRL 3, known to many as
Boomerang, will not, it seems, be
kept off the honours list, and his
return to Clonakilty Bay on
September 14th means he has been
documented in inshore waters along
the Cork and Waterford coasts on at
least 49 occasions since he was first
photographed in August 2001. This
shows remarkable site fidelity, with
inter-annual re-sightings in fourteen
of the past nineteen years.

Minke whales
While the larger whales tend to
dominate the news, our smallest
baleen whale, the minke, remains our
most frequently recorded and widely
distributed whale species, with 154
records from nine counties. Their
numbers this year started to build
during March, but from early April it
was clear they were arriving inshore
along the south coast in impressive
numbers and often closely
associated with humpbacks (see
photo, previous page). Between late
April and June, whale-watching
boats in west Cork were regularly
recording between 10-40+ minke
whales during four-hour trips.

It is late September as I write, and
the Atlantic weather systems are
now seriously exerting their
influence. I seem to be spending
more time sitting in front of the
computer and less time out on the
water. We’ll have to make the most
of those all too brief weather
windows in the coming months. Is it
just me, or are our autumns getting
progressively windier?

• THANK YOU As always, we extend a
big thank you to all our members and
supporters for reporting their sightings to
us. Keep them coming.



Celtic Mist approaching the Skelligs, Co kerry

By stephanie Levesque

This summer, IWDG
invited its
members to join
the crew onboard

our research vessel Celtic
Mist to continue our
monitoring of Ireland’s
inshore cetacean
populations.

Thanks to the tremendous
winter effort by volunteers
who carried out much-
needed maintenance work
on the yacht, Celtic Mist
kicked off her eleven-week
survey period on June 9th in
Cork city at Seafest, and
finished in Bantry, Co Cork,
on September 1st.

Celtic Mist was also
present at the Cruinniú na
mBád festival in Kinvara, 

Co Galway, where members
of the public came aboard
to learn about the work
carried out by IWDG and its
members.

Celtic Mist sailed around
the south and southwest
coasts of Ireland looking for
humpback, fin and other
baleen whales. Of particular
interest were the waters
along the 100-metre
bathymetric contour, a line
that runs close to the coast
in areas such as west Kerry,
though is further offshore
from the coasts of
Wexford, Waterford, Cork,
Clare and Galway. Whenever
possible, the aim was to sail
between Cork and Clare as
far as the Aran Islands.

Each week, the crew
consisted of four IWDG

members who assisted in
the everyday running of the
boat and in keeping a
lookout for animals; two
biologists recording all
sightings; and the chief
mate and skipper who
ensured everyone’s safety
and meticulously planned
and executed a safe
passage plan.

While no humpback or fin

whales were seen, the
biologists recorded harbour
porpoises, minke whales
and bottlenose, common
and Risso’s dolphins, along
with otters, grey seals,
basking sharks and some
sunfishes

• THANK YOU Thank you to
everyone who contributed to this
successful survey season. We hope
to see you all back again next year!

Summer surveying
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This summer, I joined
the Floating
Classroom project
on the IWDG

research yacht Celtic Mist as
the coordinator of this pilot
project for its two-week
duration.

We left Dublin’s Poolbeg Yacht
Club on May 19th to sail south to
Arklow with colleagues from the
irish Wildlife Trust (IWT) and
Marine Dimensions onboard.

Two primary schools were
visited in Arklow, where talks on
Marine Protected Areas, Irish

sharks and whales, dolphins
and porpoises were delivered
by Sarah Varian and Emma
White from Marine
Dimensions; Regina Classen
and Liam keane from the
IWT; and Seán O’Callaghan
from IWDG.

Similar talks were given two
days later in Wexford town at
another set of primary
schools, while Celtic Mist
remained docked in Kilmore
Quay, Co Wexford.

Week one ended on Friday,
May 24th, in Waterford city
with the vessel open for
visitors, as many primary
schools were closed to serve
as polling stations for the
local and European elections.

Week two began with a
crew change, with irish Ocean
Literacy Network presenters
Ellie Honan, Shazia Waheed
and Eoghan Concannon
joining Mags Daly from IWDG
to continue the floating
classroom. They had some
new topics, including the risks
posed by marine debris to
biodiversity, delivered with a
combination of props, games
and presentation. Getting to
explore Celtic Mist was a

great experience for our
visitors, too.

Dunmore East, Co
Waterford, was visited first
in week two, followed by
Ballycotton, Co Cork,
bringing the total number
of schools visited by the
project to ten. One school
even called down to see
Celtic Mist.

All of the participating
schools and their students
were very welcoming and
interested in learning about
Ireland’s marine
biodiversity. Working in two
pairs, our educators visited
two different groups at a
time and in some cases a
pair would address two
classes. This allowed all of
the organisations to work
together and cover
different aspects of our
marine biodiversity to keep
the students interested
and engaged.

This pilot project would
not have been possible
without the funding
provided by the irish
Environmental Network.
We hope to develop this
initiative further next year

CELTIC MIST

Pamela Cullen describes how the IWDG
research yacht Celtic Mist became a floating
classroom for a fortnight last summer

Floating classroom
Eoghan Concannon teaching schoolchildren aboard Celtic Mist

Autumn 2019
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By séamus MacGearailt, 
Celtic Mist skipper and 
first mate

Jim Gavin, manager of the
five-in-a-row All-Ireland-
winning Dublin GAA football
team, hailed the collective
spirit, passion and voluntary
ethos of his players. I could
say the same for all who
sailed on Celtic Mist with me
during the summer of 2019.

The weekly diaries they kept
describe the range of weather
they experienced; the crew
changes every week; a range
of cetacean sightings… but not
one humpback whale sighting
throughout, to many writers’
disappointment. But there
was a general consensus at
the end of each week that the
week had been well spent.

In the words of one
biologist, karen Van Dorp
on Leg 11: “Overall, we had a
fantastic week on Celtic Mist;
bad weather and low sighting
numbers did not stop us from
having a great time together!”

My own experience on Leg 1
as first mate to Liam Quinn
and as skipper on Leg 2 with
first mate Luan Willis

mirrored other accounts. 
Leg 1 began with “endless
blue skies and a glass-like
sea, ideal for spotting,” to
quote Eamonn.

We headed east towards
Waterford, excited by the
news relayed by our marine
scientist, Seán O’Callaghan,
that fourteen fin whales had
been spotted off Mine Head,
Co Waterford, the morning
the leg began. Our cetacean-
seeking appetites were
whetted on the way by a
delightful encounter with two
pods of common dolphins
and two sightings of solitary
minke whales. However, the
fin whales eluded us.

The weather for the rest of
the week was not conducive
to ordinary sightings either,
and unfavourable headwinds
limited sailing time.
Undaunted, the collective
spirit never faltered.

Conversely, on Leg 2, we
were blessed with mainly fair
weather as I sailed with Luan
as first mate, with Eileen,
Alana, Julie and Johana, and
with Andy as new crew and
with Paddy Dwyer as our
marine scientist.

We had two days of flat-
calm seas and good visibility
out around the Kinsale gas
rigs, close to the 100-metre
contour line. We experienced,
in the words of Andy, a
“spectacular seventeen-hour
day of marine wildlife-
watching” on both days.
There were hundreds of
sightings, including of a
basking shark, minke
whales, sunfish, dolphins
and various seabirds… but
still no sign of a humpback!

The crew were in no way
demotivated by this and we
switched, thanks to Julie’s
exhortations, to exploring
Celtic Mist’s sailing potential
on two sunny if windy days.
Besides the satisfaction of
experiencing Celtic Mist
under sail and powering
through the waves at over
eight knots, there was a

heightened awareness of
being in tune not only with
the elements but with fellow
crew members.

The two separate weeks 
I spent on Celtic Mist were
contrasting in terms of
weather and actual
sightings. However, the
collective spirit was the
same each time, irrespective
of the age, gender or
background of the crew
members.

On Celtic Mist, there is a
strong sense of shared
values and a realisation that
the ecological
interdependency
experienced onboard
mirrors that of the marine
world.

On a practical note,
keeping Celtic Mist
seaworthy depends on
volunteers investing a lot of
time and energy over the
winter in dry dock in Dublin.
Equally challenging is finding
enough skippers and first
mates to volunteer their
services now that Celtic Mist
has such a popular and busy
programme. Thank you to all
who have stepped forward,
and please keep coming: we
need you!

Our collective spirit
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TALES FROM THE MIST

By Jess Larson, iWDG member

Have you ever seen a minke whale’s
belly? I can happily say I have. My
husband Alan and I had the fortunate
chance of joining an IWDG summer
survey aboard the Celtic Mist from 
July 14th to 20th this year.

On July 15th, we travelled from the
marina in Fenit, Co Kerry, out to the
100m bathymetric contour line. Our first
cetacean species was a bottlenose
dolphin that we spotted in nearby
Brandon Bay. There could have been 
20-30 dolphins swimming around the
boat, bow-riding, breaching, even tail-
slapping. We photographed them, which
helped identify them later as being part
of the Shannon resident population.

Farther out, we came across an

inquisitive minke whale. It was
approximately seven metres in length
and kept us hopping from one side of
Celtic Mist to the other in order to catch
it surfacing and rolling onto its back,
showing us its nice white belly.

We also encountered two separate
pods of common dolphins: they paid us
short visits before we anchored in
Smerwick Harbour on the Dingle
peninsula.

Tuesday was another exciting day
when I saw my first sunfish, flapping its
fin on the ocean surface. We then
headed around the Blaskets where three
Risso’s dolphins were spotted, with their
distinctive pale skin.

The weather for the rest of the week
was poor. We ventured out of Dingle
Harbour on Thursday, spotting Fungie as

he played beside a sailing boat, but we
returned to shelter not long after.

A big thank you to Noel, Gerry,
Mags, Fiona, Amanda and stephen for
helping some first-time sailors. We had
a fantastic week on Celtic Mist and
can’t wait for next year!

Jess Larson (rear) and husband Alan 

From Fenit to Dingle

Séamus MacGearailt



8 Flukes

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
s: 

Ni
ck

 M
as

se
tt

 (H
BI

RL
 5

5 
off

 K
er

ry
 c

oa
st

), 
Si

m
on

 B
er

ro
w

 (H
BI

RL
 5

5 
off

 B
oa

 V
is

ta
 in

 C
ap

e 
Ve

rd
e)

UW
E DEDERING

/W
ikim

edia Com
m

ons

HUMPBACK MATCH

By Nick Massett

it was an extraordinary day in an extraordinary year when
I took the image of HBIRL 55 in Kerry in 2015. The iWDG
irish Humpback Whale Catalogue doubled in size that
year, as we had an unprecedented influx of new animals.

We still haven’t been able to explain that unusual event, 
why such a cohort of new animals arrived in Irish inshore
waters. But arrive they did, and it made for a busy time
documenting these humpbacks by photo ID.

It peaked on August 7th with a research trip in the rib 
Míol Mór, a day when I found myself literally surrounded by
humpback whales off Ceann Sibéal on the Dingle peninsula.
Seemingly there were blowers everywhere, which I had to
systematically work through, and in fact I obtained photo IDs
for a record twelve animals. It was non-stop action, taking
fluke shots and associated dorsal shots, and also very
confusing as I tried to keep track of which animals I had 
or hadn’t yet got on camera.

Some humpbacks were more obliging than others and
HBiRL 55 was one of the real performers. With its distinctive
ventral fluke markings, it fluked high and mightily when I
needed it to, with the dramatic coastline as a backdrop… and
as an encore it proceeded to lobtail. It was an extraordinary
day with a dream ending, when I documented HBIRL 55.

By Dr simon Berrow

it’s been sixteen years since we first sailed to the Cape
Verde islands in 2003 in search of humpback whales,
to try to locate the breeding grounds of the whales we
had recorded feeding in Ireland.

Last April, during a two-week survey off Boa Vista in the
Cape Verdes, we decided to make a long journey by boat to

Santa Mónica in the southwest of Boa Vista. We had seen
whales there earlier from land, and the waters there were a
little more sheltered from the northwesterly trade winds.

We had a good day: three encounters with five whales.
The last encounter was with two whales just before we
headed back to Sal Rei, where we were staying on the
island. We obtained fluke images of both these whales.

Every night, images were cropped, cleaned and sent to
BiosCV in Cape Verde to add to their images, obtained
from tour boats. The images were sent daily to a host of
research colleagues all around the North Atlantic, from the
Azores to Norway, Iceland to Guadeloupe, and to Allied
Whale in America, curators of the North Atlantic Humpback
Whale Catalogue.

Peter Stevick, who lives in Costa Rica and carries out
some of the photo-matching, received our images from
Allied Whale in Bar Harbor, Maine. Two days later he reports
on the day’s images and matches and, buried in his review,
he writes: “…and the IWDG have what they are looking for, 
a match to Ireland.”

We received the news at one o’clock in the morning in a
rented apartment in Sal Rei. It was the last one we had
photographed. It was HBiRL 55

• EDITOR’S NOTE Photographing HBIRL 55 off Kerry and Cape
Verde secured the long-awaited Irish humpback whale match to
a known breeding ground. It shows the importance of
international collaborations and how persistence can pay off.

In a major first for the IWDG, a humpback
whale photographed off the Blaskets was
resighted at a breeding ground off West Africa

HBiRL 55 off Ceann Sibéal, Co kerry, in August 2015

Making a match:
from the Blaskets 
to Boa Vista

HBiRL 55 off Boa Vista in April 2019

Autumn 2019

Cape Verde →
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Up until 2016, Ireland had a nice tally of
cetacean species recorded, ranging from
everyday inshore to offshore species,
but on May 29th that year our species list
changed quite dramatically.

The Carlingford Lough pilots Patrick
Rooney and John Morgan were going
about their day, on the way out to a
vessel looking to navigate up the
lough, when they spotted
something unusual near the
Helly Hunter navigation buoy
and they documented it.
Luckily, the animal was
obliging and was filmed at the
surface as it cruised along
slowly (see photo, right).

The animal in that video, and in
others that reached the IWDG, did not
immediately resemble any other known
Irish cetacean. At between 5-7 m in
length, it proved to be a small whale with
a distinctive white chin, arched head and

a white-banded tail-stock just before its
fluke – a bowhead whale!

This whale should have been in the
high Arctic, or at least Greenland, but
instead it was swimming north along the
Irish border, seemingly oblivious to how
wayward it was. Unsurprisingly, the video
caused quite a stir, adding the 25th

species to list of Irish whales,
dolphins and porpoises.

This “ice whale” had
potentially been sighted
off Cornwall in the UK a
few weeks prior to its Irish
appearance. Celtic Mist

was dispatched to locate
the whale, but despite a

diligent watch being maintained
following a 4.00am start in Belfast

Lough to reach Carlingford, the whale
was not seen again.

Another sighting of a potential
bowhead was made a year later off the

Cork coast, on April 17th, by Colin Barnes.
Its “double-arched profile” and the lack of
a dorsal fin strongly hinted at this species.
However, it was not possible to
definitively determine it was not a North
Atlantic right whale, a relative of the
bowhead which we should have in Irish
waters, but unfortunately no longer do,
thanks to whaling.

Both sightings demonstrated the
importance of documenting animals
either by video or as images. Without
doing so, we would never have known this
Arctic species had appeared off Ireland

• FIND OUT MORE Whooley, P and Berrow,
S (2019) Bowhead Whale (Balaena mysticetus
Linnaeus), a cetacean species new to Irish
waters. Irish Naturalists’ Journal 36 (2): 169-173.

Glacial movement and dolphin range
expansion isn’t something you would
think of when it comes to our bottlenose
dolphins, but turn time back some 15,000
years to after the last glacial maximum
and both very much become
interconnected.

When the ice sheets that covered much
of Ireland and northern Europe began to

retreat, vast landscapes were carved out
and then covered with their meltwaters.
This caused a rise in sea levels and the
creation of new marine habitats.

Pioneer species are known to expand
their range when new opportunities arise
in their environment. Bottlenose dolphins
have been found to be such a species, as
genetic sampling has revealed the

establishment of two maternal
lineages around the British Isles as sea
ice dissipated and temperatures rose.

Described as “post-glacial
expansion,” our initial few bottlenose
dolphins dared to explore our waters
and exploit the resources that
awaited them there. These dolphins
originated from a pelagic (or
offshore) population that rapidly
expanded around the British Isles,
once ice-free.

With our oceans warming once
again, we may very well see another
bottlenose range expansion in the
decades to come – into the Arctic as
the North Pole melts away 

• FIND OUT MORE Nykänen, M,
kaschner, k, Dabin, W, Brownlow, A,
Gavison, NJ, Deaville, R, Garilao, C,
kesner-Reyes, k, Gilbert, MPT, Penrose,
R, isla-Villanueva, V, Wales, N, ingram, SN,
Rogan, E, Louis, M and Foote, AD (2019)
Postglacial colonization of northern coastal
habitat by Bottlenose Dolphins: A marine
leading-edge expansion? Journal of Heredity
2019: 662–674, esz039. You can download a
pdf of this paper at bit.ly/2WwbPAS.

Ancestry of our bottlenose dolphins

RESEARCH
■ Science Officer Seán O’Callaghan reviews two
recent Irish cetacean research papers

An Arctic arrival
Bowhead whale in Fram Strait, off Greenland

Bottlenose dolphins, Arranmore Bay, Co Donegal, in 2010
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■ Conservation Officer Dave Wall reports on news from the conservation front

Marine Spatial Plan Advisory Group making progress
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Since March 2018, the Irish Whale and
Dolphin Group has participated in the
Marine Spatial Plan Advisory Group
established by the Department of
Housing, Planning and Local
Government and chaired by the
Minister for Housing and Urban
Development, Damien English.

The advisory group was set up to
seek stakeholder input on the
preparation of a Marine Spatial Plan
for Ireland.

To date, the group has held seven
meetings and the process is at the
stage of creating a draft Marine
Spatial Plan and supporting
environmental assessments. These will
then go out for public consultation

before the publication of the final
Marine Spatial Plan in late 2020

• FIND OUT MORE Information on
the Marine Spatial Plan process is available
on housing.gov.ie.

Marine Protected Areas
Ireland currently has nineteen Marine
Protected Areas designated under
the EU Habitats Directive. Linked in
with the Marine Spatial Planning
process and new legislation due under
the Marine Planning and
Development Management Bill, a
process of examining the designation
of further Marine Protected Areas
under the OSPAR convention is
imminent.

A number of Irish conservation NGOs,
including IWDG, are now in the process of
looking at potential sites for designation
as new Marine Protected Areas and
assessing the current evidence available
to support such designations.

Ireland is still a long way off the
European target of designating 10% of our
seas as Marine Protected Areas, 
and a very long way off the UN aspiration
of 30% of our waters being designated as
highly protected Marine Protected Areas.

Currently, only 2.3% of our seas are
designated as Marine Protected Areas,
and many of these have no management
plans and little in the way of monitoring or
protection enforcement

CONSERVATION

The National Parks and Wildlife
Service recently published The Status
of EU Protected Habitats and Species
in Ireland, its third such assessment.

Overall, the assessment remains the

same for many cetacean species.
However, some species that were
previously assessed as “data-
deficient” have now been assessed as
“favourable” due to the availability of

additional data collected under the
ObSERVE Aerial surveys and the
ObSERVE Acoustic programme, in
which IWDG was a partner.

The IWDG has reviewed the reports
and highlighted ongoing issues with the
assessments, such as the lack of a
robust monitoring programme for
most species; a continuing lack of
population data for many species; 
and the omission of a number of
impacts from species assessments 
in the report.

Overall, the IWDG feels that, twenty
years into the process, there should by
now be a more coordinated and
better-funded approach to monitoring
cetacean populations in Irish waters,
and a better assessment of current
habitat quality and impacts on
cetacean populations

New report on status of habitats and species

Fin whale

Northern pilot whales



IWDG Consulting is a subsidiary of the Irish Whale
and Dolphin Group. It was established in 2015 to
consolidate and promote the group’s extensive
consulting expertise. IWDG Consulting provides an
important revenue stream to support the core
activities and conservation actions of the IWDG. It
also enables the IWDG to be a positive influence
during the planning and design phase of projects
that might impact on marine mammals.

https://consulting.iwdg.ie

Provision of marine services with IWDG Consulting

Clients who support IWDG Consulting not only access the latest information on the presence of whales, dolphins and porpoises around
the coast of Ireland, north and south, but support highly qualified and experienced marine mammal biologists and the essential work
of the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group, including the Stranding and Sighting Schemes and conservation policies and actions.

■ Provision of Marine Mammal Observer services

IWDG Consulting i

Project: Dinish Wharf expansion, Castletownbere, Co Cork Client: Keating

Andrew Shine, MMO

Projects: Geophysical surveys, Arklow, Co Wicklow, and Clogherhead, Co Louth Clients: Ultramarine and Parkwind

Hannah Keogh, MMO
Geophysical surveys use sound-
emitting survey equipment such 
as multibeam echo-sounders, 
sub-bottom profilers and air guns to
give a high resolution picture of the
seabed in order to inform stake-
holders of its features, depths and
characteristics.

The equipment emits non-impulsive and impulsive sounds
which, depending on their frequency, can lie within the
audible range of marine mammals. Potential impacts on
cetaceans vary depending on the sound propagation into
the environment, its intensity and frequency, peak sound
pressure levels, cumulative sound exposure levels and

duration and distance of the receiver. The effects of noise
can include masking or temporary hearing threshold shift,
and even permanent hearing threshold shift, as well as
behavioural changes and displacement.

It is a legal requirement to mitigate against any possible
injury or behavioural disturbance effects that may be
caused to marine mammals from man-made noise.
Mitigation protocols require an experienced MMO to
visually monitor the mitigation zone. The extent of this zone
represents the distance at which a marine mammal could
still be exposed to sound levels capable of causing
disturbance or injury. Sound-producing activities should
not commence if any marine mammals are detected
within the mitigation zone.

With a busy pier facing
Castletownbere, numerous fish
processing plants, the Fishermen’s
Co-Op and a range of fishing
supports (ice, boats, floats and
netters), Dinish Island has seen a huge
rise in vessel traffic and landings since
its last development in 2010. In August
2018, the Keating engineering firm was

contracted to build a wharf extension there.

Ensuring that large, extended projects such as this, which
can potentially harm marine mammals and the wider
marine environment, comply with national and European
mitigation protocols is of paramount importance. A marine
mammal risk assessment was carried out by IWDG before
the project got underway and, on the back of this, IWDG
Consulting was asked to supply a MMO to implement
mitigation procedures for the duration of the project.

The harbour and greater Bearhaven area are known to 
have bottlenose, common and Risso’s dolphins, harbour
porpoises, minke whales, grey and harbour seals and otters. 

Weekly reports allow the contractors to ensure operations
proceed appropriately, while a final report to the Department
of Agriculture, Food and the Marine will make sure all parties
involved observe the protocols which help protect the
vulnerable environments here in beautiful west Cork.

Work in progress at Dinish Island
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ii IWDG Consulting

Projects: Offshore windfarms, Co Waterford and Co Louth Clients: Energia and Parkwind

Laura Kavanagh, MMO

■ Survey and mitigation projects

Projects: Visual marine mammal surveys

Meadhbh Quinn

Projects: Static and passive acoustic monitoring

Dr Joanne O’Brien
Acoustic monitoring techniques are widely used in
Ireland to assess the use of a site by odontocetes
(toothed whales).

It is particularly useful for assessing harbour
porpoises, as they are hard to observe in even
moderate sea states but are acoustically discrete.

Detection distance can be limited, so monitoring site
selection and experimental design is very important. 

IWDG Consulting uses CPOPDs extensively but are
increasingly deploying SM2M and soundtraps where
recordings are required, including for assessments of
ambient noise and sound attenuation.

In a rapidly changing world, marine mammals face a variety of threats from anthropogenic activity. In order to put in
place effective conservation measures for their protection it is essential to understand their lives and the world that they
inhabit, including important sites and population numbers. Effective monitoring is an important tool to achieve this.

It is essential that Ireland expands its capacity to generate renewable energy,
and currently offshore wind is the most viable option. Licences to build
offshore windfarms were granted over ten years ago off the east coast, 
but only seven turbines off Arklow Bank were constructed.

Currently there is interest in constructing windfarms from Clogherhead to
Wexford, and even into the Celtic Sea. SEAI guidelines recommend a
minimum of two years baseline survey and static acoustic monitoring. 
IWDG is currently working on two windfarm site surveys to contribute to
environmental impact assessments.

Visual monitoring is still the
preferred technique for
assessing the presence of
marine mammals in an area
and IWDG Consulting uses it in
a variety of surveys for research
and mitigation purposes.

An experienced MMO will scan
the area by eye and with

binoculars and will use a variety of tools such as distance
sticks, reticles and laser rangefinders to estimate the

distance to an animal, once sighted. Accurate distance
estimation is required to determine and implement
mitigation zones and NPWS guidelines, where necessary.

For site surveys, density and abundance estimates can be
derived from line transect surveys using distance
methodology. Distance sampling operates under the
assumption that all animals on the track line are observed
by the observer(s). Therefore, it is important that visual
monitoring is carried out during daylight hours and in 
calm sea conditions with good visibility to increase 
detection probability.

Provision of Marine Mammal Observer services... (cont’d)
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■ Research contracts
Contracts: Harbour porpoise surveys Client: National Parks and Wildlife Service

Dr Joanne O’Brien

Contracts: Provision of necropsy services Clients: Marine Institute and the National Parks and Wildlife Service

Stephanie Levesque, Project Co-ordinator

Contract: Dublin Port Alexandra Basin redevelopment Client: Dublin Port Company through RPS

Clowie Russell, Marine Mammal Ecologist

IWDG Consulting provides desktop
reviews, Environmental Impact, Natura
Impact and Strategic Environmental
Assessments and Marine Mammal Risk
Assessments. We use the latest sightings
data to inform clients on the seasonal and

geographical presence of whales,
dolphins and porpoises to inform risk
assessments. This leads to advice on
mitigation measures required, including
whether an MMO is required to deliver on
NPWS guidelines and best practice.

■ Desktop assessments

Dr Simon Berrow

The IWDG has been working with the Regional
Veterinary Laboratories of the Department of
Agriculture and the Galway-Mayo Institute of
Technology (GMIT) to carry out post-
mortems on stranded common and striped
dolphins and harbour porpoises. 

Utilising the IWDG’s well-established
Stranding Scheme, animals are collected
and brought to the Regional Veterinary
Laboratory in Cork for examination by a

trained veterinarian in order to determine
the cause of death. The aim of the project is
to conduct standardised laboratory
necropsies to generate detailed case history
reports for each animal, documenting post-
mortem examination as well as bacteriology
and histology and any other significant
findings. Samples collected during the
necropsies are stored and will facilitate a
variety of future investigations of marine
mammal ecology.

Since 2007, the IWDG has carried out seven
contracts to survey specific sites for harbour
porpoise. These have included Galway and
Donegal Bays, Carnsore Point and off the Cork
coast, as well as three SACs with harbour
porpoise listed as a qualifying interest: the
Blasket Islands SAC, Roaringwater Bay and
Islands SAC, and Rockabill to Dalkey Island SAC.

Surveys use distance sampling to generate
density and abundance estimates and, at
some sites, the use of Static Acoustic Monitoring
to derive acoustic monitoring indices.

These surveys are used to meet Ireland’s
reporting obligations under the EU Habitats
Directive.

Dublin Port Company has obtained planning
permission for a major infrastructure project
to redevelop the Alexandra Basin in Dublin
Port. This will involve major works for up to 
at least six years, including pile-driving,
demolition and dredging.

The Alexandra Basin Redevelopment Project 
is the first proposal from the Dublin Port
Company Master Plan (2012-2040) to be

implemented.  IWDG Consulting was contracted by RPS Consulting
Engineers to deliver the Marine Mammal Mitigation Plan on behalf of
Dublin Port Company, to meet compliance with planning permission 
and licensing obligations granted for the project.

In line with best international practice, a combination of visual and
acoustic techniques are being used to ensure there are no significant

impacts. Static Acoustic Monitoring is ongoing
at four locations for the duration of the project
and for two years post-construction, while
real-time Passive Acoustic Monitoring
provides information on the presence of
marine mammals during periods when visual
mitigation is constrained during the capital
dredging campaign.

Dublin Bay is internationally important for
marine mammals, with SACs for harbour
porpoise and common and grey seals.

This, the  largest marine mammal mitigation
project in the history of the state, will ensure
Dublin Port can grow while maintaining the
rich marine biodiversity off our capital city.



National Parks and Wildlife Service
Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland
Dublin Port Company
Port of Cork
PSE Kinsale Energy Ltd
Providence Resources plc
Titan Surveys
L&M Keating Engineers
RPS Group
Celtic Sea Herring Advisory Committee
Roughan & O’Donovan Consulting Engineers

Cronin Millar Engineering Consultants
MARENCO
Agri-foods and Biosciences Institute (AFBI)
Marine Institute
Malachy Walsh
ARUP
Jacobs Engineering
Techworks Marine
Aquafact
Ultramarine
ABCO Marine

IWDG Consulting has amassed a wealth of experience with cetaceans and the marine
environment in Irish waters,  working with a diverse range of clients, including the following:

■ Clients

Dr Simon Berrow, as founder and 
current CEO of the IWDG, brings 30 years
of experience of marine mammal
surveying and management to 
IWDG Consulting. Simon not only 
co-ordinates the activities of the
consulting wing but also carries out
fieldwork and desktop assessments.
Simon is also a lecturer in GMIT.

Dr Joanne O’Brien is a lecturer in GMIT
and, amongst other things, is responsible
for acoustic monitoring for IWDG
Consulting. Joanne has carried out both
passive and static acoustic monitoring of
cetaceans around the Irish coast since
2004, and has managed a number of
IWDG projects such as harbour porpoise
SAC surveys and ocean noise monitoring.

Dave Wall is based in Co Down and is a
graduate of Trinity College Dublin. He is
an experienced marine mammal
surveyor and has conducted numerous
ship-based marine mammal surveys on
Irish and EU commercial and research
vessels. He has logged in excess of two
thousand hours of survey experience at
sea. He is currently Conservation Officer
with the IWDG.

Stephanie Levesque gained an MSc in
wild animal biology in London, focusing
on marine mammal strandings. In 2012,
she joined the IWDG, where she has
carried out bottlenose dolphin surveys in
the Shannon estuary. She has worked as
a deckhand and tour guide on a dolphin
tour boat.

Clowie Russell completed a BSc (Hons) in
Marine Science in NUIG and is a qualified
JNCC Marine Mammal Observer with
experience of inshore, offshore and 
land-based monitoring for both research
and mitigation purposes.

Patrick Lyne lives in west Cork and chiefly
uses Passive Acoustic Monitoring for
research and mitigation; he also provides
both MMO and PAM training. He recently
worked in Taiwan, using Static Acoustic
Buoyed Systems for detection of
cetaceans during pile-driving operations.

Hannah Keogh graduated from the IT Sligo
with an honours degree in Environmental
Science. Hannah is a JNCC-accredited
Marine Mammal Observer and has been
involved in cetacean research since 2010,
both in temperate and in tropical waters.

Maria Pérez Tadeo is a PhD candidate at
GMIT, working on seal ecology. She has
carried out a number of inshore surveys for
cetaceans, and MMO roles during dredging
operations. Working with IWDG Consulting
is helping fund her PhD.

Meadhbh Quinn completed a BSc (Hons) in
Zoology in UCC and shortly afterwards
began working as a research assistant with
the IWDG in the Shannon estuary. She has
extensive experience of inshore, offshore
and land-based monitoring surveys for
research and mitigation purposes, as well
as experience with fisheries and fisheries
bycatch surveys.

Justin Judge is a postgraduate
student at Queen’s University Belfast
with a strong interest in
environmental mitigation,
conservation biology, conservation
management and MPAs.

Seán O’Callaghan graduated from
GMIT with a first class honours
degree in Applied Freshwater and
Marine Biology. He has considerable
offshore and land-based
monitoring experience and
operates the IWDG drone. He is
currently Science Officer with the
IWDG.

Laura Kavanagh graduated from
GMIT with a degree in Applied
Aquatic Ecology and is an
accredited JNCC Marine Mammal
Observer and Seabird Surveyor. She
has worked on the PReCAST (IWDG),
BRAHHS (University of Queensland)
and SCANS III (SMRU) projects.

Andrew Shine graduated from NUI
Galway with a degree in Marine
Science, after which he volunteered
in the Shannon Dolphin Centre,
Kilrush. He has extensive monitoring
experience both at sea and from
land.

Sibéal Regan recently graduated
from GMIT with a degree in Applied
Freshwater and Marine Biology. 
She has carried out numerous
surveys onboard RV Celtic Explorer,
RV Celtic Voyager and Celtic Mist.

■ IWDG Consulting team
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You’ll never forget your first
killer whale sighting. In fact,
you’ll probably never forget any
killer whale sighting – especially

when it happens in local waters – and for
good reason. They are a species that has
a unique ability to leave even the most
neutral observer lost for words.

I’ve been fortunate enough to have
seen killer whales in some wonderful
locations, including both the ‘resident’
and ‘transient’ ecotypes in Johnstone
Strait, Vancouver Island, in the northeast
Pacific, and also the Antarctic ‘type A’ 
in Patagonia.

Surprisingly, I’ve yet to see them in
Iceland, a country widely regarded as
being one of the best places to see killer
whales. This includes on our 2018
Humpback Whale Expedition, during
which we failed to notch a single killer
whale encounter despite spending a
month circumnavigating the Land of Fire
and Ice and over two weeks getting
there and back.

So, killer whale sightings are generally
hard-earned and reserved for those
either extremely lucky or who put in a lot
of time whale-watching.

But even putting in the hours is no
guarantee, and to get a perspective on
this I phoned a few colleagues who have
carried out hundreds of land-based
watches from some of our most
productive whale waters in the Celtic Sea
and the southwest.

My first chat was with Andrew
Malcolm who, since 2004, has carried
out hundreds of watches off Ardmore
Head, Co Waterford. The conversation
was a brief one. He has never seen killers
from his site or, indeed, from anywhere
along the Waterford coast in the past
fifteen years.

I then looked at my own records from
west Cork, which, at best, suggest a
sighting every 4-5 years.

Moving on to west Kerry: here, Nick
Massett seems to fare slightly better,
with sightings every other year.

Perhaps the odds are better at sea?
Not according to Colin Barnes, who has
been running whale-watching trips since
2001 in west Cork, and it wasn’t until this
summer, eighteen years and several
thousand trips later, that he first showed

customers a killer whale during one of his 
whale-watching trips.

So, clearly killer whale encounters are
few and far between, even if you’ve bags
of experience, quality optics and can
make the most of limited weather
windows.

But what about the rest of the country?
Are there sites that we can say stand out
as potentially important feeding areas for
this apex predator? The crudest way of
establishing this is to map all the killer
whale sightings documented by the IWDG
and see how the dots plot. Since IWDG
was established in December 1999, we have
validated just 222 killer whale sightings
out of almost 30,000 records (0.74%).

Of these sightings, 204 are what we’d call
inshore records, and they break down by
county as shown in the pie chart above.
(Before I’m accused of a Cork bias, I’ve
removed all sightings that relate to the
Cork Harbour group that took up
residence for several months in summer
2001.)

With killer whales, we’re a little
hamstrung due to paucity of data, and so
we are left with little choice but also to
review all “casual” sightings data.

We accept fully that over-interpretation
of casual sightings comes with a health
warning as it introduces several biases,
the biggest being the observer effect.
Put simply, you will always get more

sightings in areas where more people
are watching. So, more sightings may
tell us a lot less about the relative
abundance of a species than it does
about the numbers of people looking
for them.

The other issue with presenting data
by county is that the counties with
longer coastlines will naturally have
more sightings. And so, predictably,
counties Cork and Donegal (shared
jointly with Kerry) are ranked 1st and 2nd.

We are not suggesting that these
counties are better than any others
along the western seaboard or north
coast, as clearly killer whale movements
in Irish waters are not as easy to
interpret as those of the large whales,
which show very definite habitat
preferences, but it just might be
significant that 63% of killer whale
sightings in Irish inshore waters come
from the southwest and northwest
corners, and there just may be a few
sites within these areas that are worthy
of further investigation.

Based on the limited sightings data
available to us, we’d be paying particular
attention to our offshore islands,
notably the Copelands, Tory, Arranmore,
Achill, the Blaskets and Cape Clear.

Everything about this complex killer is, 
it seems, complicated, and this is all part
of its allure

Flukes 11

KILLERS IN FOCUS

inshore killer whale sightings by county, 1991 to present. Source: iWDG sightings database 

Inshore killer whale sightings (n = 204)

Sightings Officer Pádraig Whooley examines the distribution of inshore sightings
Inshore Irish killer whales
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While many people may be
aware of the recent
visits by the killer whales
John Coe and Aquarius

from the high-profile West Coast
Community group (most closely
associated with the Hebrides in
Scotland), many people may not be
aware of other killer whale sightings
that have occurred in Irish waters.

As part of my PhD research at the
School of Biological, Earth and
Environmental Sciences in University
College Cork I have been studying an
aggregation of killer whales that
forages around Irish fishing trawlers
during the Northeast Atlantic
mackerel fishing season.

The project, which began in 2016, is
an Irish Research Council Enterprise
Partnership Postgraduate Scholarship
funded by the irish Research Council
and the Marine institute.

I first noticed killer whale behaviour
around the trawlers back in the winter
of 2010/2011 while out on the vessels
as part of a Bord iascaigh Mhara
pilot observer project being carried
out by UCC.

The Northeast Atlantic mackerel
fishery begins in October in the
Norwegian deeps between Shetland
and Norway. The fish forage in this
region for several months in
preparation for their long annual
spawning migration from the
Norwegian Sea to the Iberian
peninsula, via the continental 
shelf-edge waters west of the
Scottish Hebridean Isles and along 
the Irish western seaboard.

The Irish fishing vessels, amongst
the other nationalities involved in the
fishery, begin to target the mackerel
once the fish leave Norwegian waters,
and they continue to fish mackerel
along their migration route until they
are southwest of Ireland. During this
time, numerous sightings of killer
whales foraging around the mackerel
vessels are observed as the vessels
haul in the trawl nets.

While this was an unexpected sight
for me and my co-workers working on
the project at the time, it turned out
that this was a familiar sight for the
skippers and crew involved in the
mackerel fishery.

Interactions with
mackerel trawlers
Following the observer project, I
found that foraging interactions
between killer whales and
commercial mackerel trawlers had
previously been described from this
fishery. However, no dedicated
research had been carried out on
this killer whale aggregation and, as
a result, knowledge of their ecology
had been limited to opportunistic
efforts.

The first reports dated back to the
1980s, when killer whales were
reported interacting with mackerel
purse-seine vessels (an alternative
type of mackerel fishing) north of
Scotland.

By the 1990s, killer whales were 
also being reported foraging around
mackerel freezer trawlers northeast
of the Shetlands. Pelagic or
midwater trawling had become a
more popular method for fishing
mackerel by then and, for this
reason, it is likely that this killer
whale interaction was relatively

killer whale west of the Hebrides

KILLERS IN FOCUS

Researcher Róisín Pinfield investigates killer whales drawn to the Irish mackerel fishery

Offshore Irish killer whales



Could they be mackerel specialists?
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recent in the region and that the
animals are still in the process of
adapting their foraging strategy
around these trawlers.

Donegal sightings
The killer whale interactions with this
mackerel fishery occur mainly off the
northeast, north and west coasts of
Scotland. However, in some years the
killer whales have followed the
mackerel migration and fishing
vessels south into Irish waters, to
northwest of Donegal. My research is
investigating the abundance, diet,
feeding strategies, geographical
range and population structure of
this particular aggregation of killer
whales.

Part of my research is to try to
figure out, through mathematical
modelling, what influences the killer
whales’ movements with the fishery. 
In particular, why do the killer whales
come further south with the fish
migration in some years more than in
others?

This research involves boarding the
trawlers during the mackerel fishing
season to take photographs of 

each individual killer whale (for
identification purposes) and to
obtain skin samples using biopsy
darting (under licence from the
National Parks and Wildlife Service
and the Health Products Regulatory
Authority).

The work also involves collecting
seawater samples to obtain killer
whale environmental DNA (from
shed skin and excrement in the
water) and fish samples from each
site to examine diet.

Key questions
The key questions I am aiming to
answer are:
(1) Is there a single population of
killer whales specialising year-round
on mackerel, or are there several
killer whale populations in the
Northeast Atlantic coming together
to use the mackerel as a seasonal
food supply?
(2) Are they just feeding on
mackerel, or do they forage in other
fisheries also?
(3) Where do they go at other times
of year?

(4) Are they related to any of the
other killer whale populations
known from the Northeast
Atlantic?

The research involves comparing ID
photos and DNA from skin samples
with those obtained by researchers
from animals in other countries in
the Northeast Atlantic, mainly
Scotland, Norway and Iceland, to
reveal more about this particular
group of killer whales 

• ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  The
success of the project was reliant
on the goodwill of skippers who
allowed me to board their vessels
and conduct my research. I would
like to thank all of the skippers and
their crew who not only allowed me
to board and do my research but
helped me throughout my entire
time onboard. Without their
support it would not have been
possible.

• AUTHOR  To follow Róisin
Pinfield’s research, see her
dedicated research Facebook page
killer Whale Research ireland.

killer whales foraging
around a fishing vessel



Researcher Moira Schlingermann on the persistent organic pollutants affecting killer whales

Threats to Irish killer whales

14 Flukes

Persistent organic pollutants,
including polychlorinated
biphenyls, organochlorines
and polybrominated diphenyl

ethers, are the cause of widespread
concern for the health of cetaceans
(whales, dolphins and porpoises), not
only in an Irish context but on a global
scale.

Recent years have seen the
suspected declines of a number of Irish
cetaceans, including killer whales, with
exposure to chemical contaminants
being one of the possible culprits.

Contaminants enter the environment
through improper disposal from
industrial processes, including the
production of plastics, textiles,
agricultural waste and electronics.
These chemical compounds are
resistant to breakdown and persist in
the environment decades after the
initial contamination.

Some of these compounds were
previously and prevalently used as
pesticides, plasticisers and flame-
retardants.

After exposure to the environment,
these contaminants can travel up the
food chain in a process called bio-
magnification, where the higher up the
food chain (trophic level) a cetacean is,
the higher its concentration of
pollutants will be.

There are a number of factors that
can affect the amount of contaminants

that build up in an animal: these include
age, sex, diet and environment.
Persistent organic pollutants are fat-
loving chemical compounds. This means
they build up in the fat-rich blubber of
cetaceans.

Older individuals tend to have a
higher concentration of these
contaminants, accumulated over a long
period of time. Females have a lower
concentration in general, as they are
able to relieve themselves of their
contaminant burden through gestation
and lactation, much to the detriment of
their young, who are exposed to these
pollutants in the womb.

Diet can affect potential
accumulation of harmful contaminants.
Cetaceans feeding on prey from a
higher trophic level, such as other
marine mammals, are more likely to
have a higher concentration of
pollutants than those feeding on lower
trophic level prey, such as krill. This is
particularly evident where killer whales
are concerned, with transient killer
whales that feed on seals and other
marine mammals expected to
accumulate a larger amount of
contaminants compared to resident
killer whales, who have fish-based diets.

Cetaceans whose primary feeding
grounds lie in contaminated waters
would be expected to carry a higher
contaminant burden, as seen in the
southern resident killer whales in the

United States and Canada.
The long lifespan and lipid-rich

blubber of killer whales make them ideal
for analysis of contamination levels in
marine environments. Unfortunately,
there are many logistical and ethical
limitations associated with gathering
samples from killer whales.

However, high concentrations of
persistent organic pollutants have been
linked to immune, reproduction and
endocrine system dysfunction in a
number of other marine mammal
species, which may be to blame for the
lack of recorded calves in the Scottish
West Coast Community of killer whales
that regularly visit Ireland.

In a comparison between
concentrations of pollutants in harbour
porpoises that died from physical
trauma against those that died from
disease, it was found that those that
died from disease-related causes had a
higher level of contamination.

Other research has shown that there
may be a possible link between
pollutants and the ability of common
dolphins to ovulate.

Though the complex nature of marine
mammals makes it difficult to assess a
cause-and-effect relationship between
contaminant concentration and any
possible detrimental health effects, the
pollutants remain a concern for our
animals, especially killer whalesPh
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KILLERS IN FOCUS

Autumn 2019

A female killer whale stranded at Saleen, near Tramore, 
Co Waterford, on January 30th, 2015. She was necropsied
by researchers from the iWDG, GMiT and UCC.
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On October 2nd a whale was
filmed in Dublin Port and was
watched throughout the day; 
it appeared to be blowing

regularly and swimming strongly.
As more footage became available to us

it became clear that it was a juvenile fin
whale (Balaenoptera physalus), and some
footage suggested it was very thin.

There were no further sightings the
following day and we hoped that by some
miracle the whale had corrected its
navigational error, returned to open water
in Dublin Bay and was tracking down the
Irish Sea in time to join other fin whales
gathering in the Celtic Sea. Sadly, on
Friday, October 4th, it was discovered
lifeless alongside the MV Ulysses car ferry
in Dublin Port.

As it was then blocking the main
shipping lane it was towed out to sea by
the Dublin Port authorities. It was an
unfortunate but almost inevitable end for

The yellow cranes of Harland & Wolff are an iconic part of
the Belfast city skyline. The Belfast shipyard is perhaps best
known for building the Titanic in 1911, but looking more into
the history of Harland & Wolff, they were involved in building
all kinds of ships, from cargo tankers to whaling factory
ships and more.

Harland & Wolff built nineteen whaling ships between the
years 1946 and 1953, and it was said that they built “some of
the finest whaling ships in the world.”

One of Harland & Wolff’s “best” whaling contracts was the
building of SS Balaena in 1946. This ship took only eleven
months to construct once the keel was laid down.

The SS Balaena left Belfast after a three-day ceremony
and headed for Norway before going onwards to Cape Town
and Antarctica. 

In 1960, it was re-registered in Japan and renamed the
Kyokuyo Maru. It was finally scrapped in Japan in 1978

AROUND IRELAND

Education & Outreach Officer
Sibéal Regan reports

Fin whale in
the Fair City

IWDG Northern Ireland Officer Cathy Gibson reports
Belfast’s whaling connection

The whale washed in at Dollymount Strand, Co Dublin, on October 6th, 2019

whether it made contact with a vessel
while it was still alive or after its death.

This was not an isolated incident: just
24 hours later, on October 5th, a juvenile
humpback whale was spotted swimming
in the Thames estuary in England.
Within three days it, too, was dead.

These two unconnected events
remind us that these scenarios rarely
have a happy ending. They do, however,
present an opportunity for researchers
to examine the animals post-mortem,
which may help us better understand
why these ocean-going giants would
risk entering such potentially dangerous
places.

With this in mind, the IWDG is calling
for a multi-agency large whale
response protocol. While it’s unlikely
that such an approach will save whales’
lives, it may help us make more of a bad
situation by pooling scarce resources
and sharing experiences 

the animal, as it is highly unusual for
healthy large whales of any species to
enter such shallow environments or ports,
whose provision of safe harbour doesn’t
extend to whales.

The prompt removal of the whale denied
IWDG an opportunity to carry out any
examination. However, on October 6th, the
whale rather predictably washed up – on
Dollymount Strand in Dublin. We were
surprised to see how badly its condition
had deteriorated in such a short space 
of time.

While upsetting for some onlookers, it
provided IWDG with an opportunity to
collect baleen, skin and blubber samples 
to be used for genetic analyses and to
investigate the contaminant burden of 
the animal.

While the whale’s head was missing, the
carcass measured 11.7m in length and the
animal was male. Propeller marks were
evident on its back, but it is not known

SS Balaena
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The summer of 2019,
similar to last year’s,
produced a good
number of Risso’s

dolphin sightings off the
Blasket Islands, Co Kerry.
Most were seen south of the
Great Blasket, off Slea Head,
though some were close to
Inishvickillane, another
Blasket island.

On July 15th we
encountered a couple of
Risso’s dolphins close to
Dunmore Head, opposite the
Blaskets, but then later in
the day, as we returned
home to Ventry, we spotted
yet another ‘white-back’
surfacing near Slea Head.

Another Risso’s, or so we
thought, until we noticed as
we got closer that this white
cetacean sported the typical
short, triangular dorsal fin of
a harbour porpoise.

We slowed down and were

The main objective of maritime
pilots is to facilitate the safe
navigation of ships in and out of
port. Our role is multi-faceted. 

We are the first representative of the state
to board ships coming into territorial
waters, and it is our duty to ascertain if a
ship and its crew are suitable to make the
passage safely in and out of port.

We are ship-handling experts who spend
many years training for our role. Our role is
a control measure to ensure that ships
transit what insurers classify as the riskiest
part of their voyage in a safe manner
without damaging ship, port infrastructure
or the marine environment.

The Shannon estuary is a designated
Special Area of Conservation (SAC) for
bottlenose dolphins. It is also one of
Ireland’s busiest shipping lanes, so a
professional pilotage service is a necessity

for keeping the estuary free from pollution
by ships as a result of running aground or
alliding heavily with port infrastructure.

The bottlenose dolphins resident in the
Shannon estuary have inhabited the area
for many hundreds of years. Part of our
role is to ensure that the estuary remains
free from pollution so that marine life, the
dolphins and other wildlife enjoy this

habitat for many years to come.
Shannon pilots are proud to be

collaborating with the irish Whale and
Dolphin Group in recording bottlenose
dolphin sightings in the Shannon estuary.
We are in the unique position of being on
the estuary every day of the year, so it is
logical that we can be an invaluable
resource to the IWDG

able to approach the animal
quite easily. The porpoise
surfaced repeatedly and
was accompanied by two
normally pigmented
animals, a mother and calf.
All three remained in close
proximity to each other

during our encounter.
Unlike pretty much all

porpoise encounters, where
you typically get a few
glimpses before the animals
vanish without trace, these
three did not seem to mind
our presence, and we left

them, rather than the other
way round, after about 15
minutes.

About three weeks later
we had a brief resighting of
the white or leucistic
harbour porpoise in more or
less the same area, but
without obtaining any
images.

After talking to the rest of
the crew following our initial
sighting, they said they had
seen a white porpoise last
year too, but didn’t manage
to get any photographs of it.

Since seeing this animal, 
I have found a record of a
bycaught white porpoise in
Dingle Bay from 1988, so
even though they are rare,
they do seem to crop up
around the Blaskets

• AUTHOR  Britta Wilkens is a
naturalist with Eco Marine Tours
and a member of the IWDG

AROUND IRELAND

Britta Wilkens reports on sightings of a leucistic harbour porpoise near Slea Head

A white porpoise

An unusual sighting by any standards
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By Patrick Galvin (shannon Pilot)

Bottlenose dolphin bow-riding
in the Shannon estuary

Shannon pilots help record dolphins
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Growing up on 
the Loop Head
peninsula in County
Clare always meant

the sea was never far away. 
It was a place of cliffs and
cloughs, tidal pools big
enough to swim in and
strands that welcomed
visitors in summer and wading
birds in winter. A wild place to
swim, fish, beachcomb, 
scuba-dive, sail and – most
recently in my case – watch 
for whales and dolphins.

My head was turned when,
in 2016, my son John rang me
at work to say he was
watching two humpbacks and
several minke whales feeding
a couple of miles off Kilkee.
This I had to see!

From then on, my gaze
turned westwards, looking for
what we now know feeds in
the area. We started to see
bluefin tuna, minke whales,
bottlenose and common
dolphins, basking sharks and
even breaching whales of
different species. In good
conditions, at cliff height, we
could see several miles
offshore.

The highlight that year
came on the Halloween
weekend when we spotted a

humpback whale close to
shore off Baltard, a few miles
west of Doonbeg. We
managed to travel out on a
boat, photograph it and even
identify it from the Irish
Humpback Whale Catalogue.
Never would I have thought I
could see this in our local
waters! But now that I knew
they were there, I needed to
find and record them.

People who see a lot of
cetaceans spend time
observing, learning and 
fine-tuning their identification
skills. It is a journey that, once
started, provides great
pleasure, and it is unending.
Sitting on a cliff in your local
patch is to be part of all that
is going on. You know you are
being watched when a fulmar
pops up over the cliff edge to
eye you up, or a raven
perches nearby and “thonks”
in your direction. I take off my
hat so it will realise it is the
same grey-headed fella as
before!

The cliffs west of Kilkee
continue on to Loop Head
and there are many high
vantage points to watch from.
It is a cathedral of its own
making, and to spend time
there is good for the head

and heart. Basking sharks
show themselves, swimming
on the surface, and dolphins
travel along by the cliffs, not
to mention minke whales.

While some seasons are
better than others, there is
always something to see. Each
trip teaches you something,
and the interaction between
birds and feeding mammals
helps you appreciate the
connectivity in nature and
how they work off each other.

This July, on a day when it
seemed all was quiet and
nothing would happen, I
observed a blow close to
shore from the Kilkee cliffs. 
I thought: “What have I just
seen?” A blow with a tall fin

behind it… but coming towards
me it was hard to identify. And
then, up came two killer
whales, a half a mile away.
Wow! Unmistakable.

We tracked them over three
hours and identified them as
the well-known John Coe and
Aquarius. Big and all as they
are, I wouldn’t have spotted
them if I hadn’t been scanning
the area.

So, get active and be a
valued member of our coastal
community, mapping and
tracking our local seas.
Helping the IWDG log what is
out there is a huge help, and
they will assist you with
training and advice as needed

killer whale ‘John Coe’ off Loop Head, Co Clare, on July 14th, 2019

Dixie Collins describes his experience of whale-watching regularly from his County Clare patch
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The kilkee cliffs and, inset, killer whale ‘Aquarius’
photographed from the cliffs in July 2019

A view from shore: Kilkee cliffs
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By Nick Massett

it has been a relatively good
humpback whale season here in
Kerry so far this year. Sixteen
research trips have been carried out

off the Dingle peninsula under the
Whale Track ireland programme.
Humpback whales were recorded on
fifteen of those trips, between April 19th

and the last trip on September 19th.
Also, taking into account shore-based

sightings, we can say that there has
been a fairly consistent presence of
humpbacks off the Kerry coast for the
last five months – May to September –
and hopefully it’s not quite over yet.

One of the main aims of the project
has been to obtain photo IDs of the
humpback whales seen, and thousands
of photographs have been taken and
processed as part of that remit.

Twenty-three individual humpbacks
were documented in Kerry this year,
some for the very first time here and a
number of returning ‘regulars.’

With every resighting we build further
on the history of these animals, their
movements, their associations, 
their behaviour and what they are
feeding on.

Drone footage and photos were taken
of a number of individuals to estimate
their length and condition, while a
soundtrap was also deployed in an area
west of the Blasket Islands to record
any possible singing events or other
forms of vocalisations too.

So, all in all, it has been a very rewarding
season so far for gathering data for this
large whale project, supported by Ryanair.

By Andrew Malcolm

it’s been a pretty frustrating time here
in Waterford with regard to sightings
of large whales so far this year.

The fin whales arrived in good numbers,
with somewhere between 10-15 of them on
the horizon in mid-June. Unfortunately, at
that stage we had no access to a boat to
get out to them to see if there were any
humpbacks in amongst them. At a
distance of over 20 km and with that
number of animals it was impossible to be
certain from land.

Almost as soon as the whales had
moved off, however – which they usually
do after a few weeks at that time of year
– ironically we managed to find a boat
willing to take us out!

The weather conditions since then have
made land-based watching opportunities
fewer in frequency than I would have
liked, though still plentiful enough to be
sure that the big whale activity the west
has been enjoying was not happening
here.

We are expecting (hoping!) that the
usual pattern of fin and humpback whale
activity between Ardmore, Co Waterford,
and Hook Head, Co Wexford, this autumn
and winter will be starting any day now
and we can get out amongst them
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Nick Massett files a Whale Track report on behalf of the Kerry crew, while Andrew Malcolm
has the latest Whale Track news from Waterford

Tracking our visiting whales

Humpback whale HBiRL 48
fluking off the kerry coast
on September 17th this year

Humpback whale (same one as above) lunge-feeding off the kerry coast on September 17th



Sowerby’s whale
Mesoplodon bidens
Míol mór socach Sowerby

By seán O’Callaghan, science Officer

Like all beaked whales,
Sowerby’s whales are very
rarely seen off Ireland’s coasts,
but they come ashore

infrequently in strandings. It is from
these strandings that we have learned
most of what we know about the
species. (The ObSERVE Acoustic
project, however, has cast new light on
this and other offshore cetaceans.)

Sowerby’s beaked whale is endemic
to, or only found in, the temperate
waters of the North Atlantic from the
United States and Canada right across
to Portugal and up through western
continental Europe.

Like all beaked whales, Sowerby’s
prefers deepwater habitats, including
canyon systems, which Irish waters
have in abundance along the
continental shelf.

The species was named after the
English naturalist James Sowerby, who
described a skull washed ashore in the
Moray Firth, Scotland, in 1800. The first
Irish record was documented some 64
years later in Brandon Bay, Co Kerry,
when the Galway-based naturalist
William Andrews received plates of a
male’s skull.

Males have paired erupted teeth two-

thirds up the lower jaw from their
tips, which poke out of their gums
like two tiny pyramids.

The primary purpose of these
teeth seems to be for fighting
between males, who often display
paired scar lines around the head
and body from previous fights.

Sowerby’s beaked whales perform
deep dives to access otherwise
inaccessible deep-sea prey such as
squid, which must be worth the risk
of diving so deep. When within
range, they catch their prey using a
suction technique, ensuring there is
no escape.

Once at depth, the species’
physical adaptations come into use

as their internal organs compress
with the pressure of the sea around
them, and pectoral fins slot into their
“pockets” to ensure the whales
become even more streamlined.

However, they are at risk from
disturbance by man-made noise
during deep dives, which can scare
the species too quickly to the
surface, resulting in decompression
sickness or “the bends,” which can
prove fatal.

In time, we may learn more about
this beaked whale of the North
Atlantic... but for now these slight
glimmers into its secretive life will
have to suffice
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SPECIES PROFILE

Sowerby’s beaked whale being returned to open water

Sowerby’s beaked whale
off the coast of ireland 
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