
IRISH WHALE AND DOLPHIN GROUP

The Irish Whale and Dolphin
Group had a very successful inaugural
meeting on 2nd March, 1991 at
University College, Cork. About 100
people attended the meeting, including
university and government scientists and
representatives of most of the wildlife
conservation organisations in Ireland.
Martin Sheldrick (Natural History
Museum, London) and Dr. Peter Evans
(Cetacean Study Group, University of
Oxford) were invited to address the
meeting and they explained how cetacean
stranding and sighting schemes are
organised in the U.K. and what they may
achieve. The group formally proposed
that the Irish government declare Irish
waters an International Whale Sanctuary
(see Whale Sanctuary) and expressed
regret that there was nobody employed to
collect cetacean records and important
whale remains or maintain a national data
base. A network of regional co-ordinators
was established to record cetaceans
washed up on the Irish coast and sighted
in Irish waters (see Stranding &
Sightings schemes).

WHAT IS A CETACEAN?

Whales, dolphins and porpoises all
belong to the order Cetacea. There are 77
species worldwide, occurring in all oceans and
some tropical rivers. They can be broadly divided
into two typeS, toothed whales (odontocetes) and
baleen whales (mysticetes). Toothed whales have
teeth!! while baleen whales have evolved long
plates of horny, fibrous material (baleen) for
sieving small organisms from the water.
Seventeen species of toothed whales and six
species of baleen whales have been recorded
washed up on the Irish coast or sighted in Irish
waters.

Irish Whale & Dolphin
Group Objectives

The IWOO is dedicated to the study and
conservation of cetaceans in Irish waters. It is
not a club or society, as there are plenty of them
already working on wildlife issues in Ireland, but
a collection of people, both amateurs and
professionals, interested in cetaceans and keen to
get actively involved in their study and
conservation. Although Irish waters are
recognised as one of the most important areas in
Europe for cetaceans there is very little known
about cetacean distribution, status, seasonal
occurrence or ecology off the Irish coast, all
essential information for their successful
conservation. By collecting and analysing this
kind of information the IWDG will take a leading
role in cetacean research and conservation in
Ireland and make a major contribution to the
knowledge of cetaceans in Europe.

Information from the IWDG will be
freely available and will include advice on the
welfare of cetaceans stranded alive, identifying
potential threats to cetaceans in Ireland,
producing documents on cetaceans when
neccessary and providing an opportunity for the
dissemination of informati.on on cetaceans in
Ireland. There is no membership fee as the
running of the group is supported by private
donations and support from other organisations.
The IWDG will be run to meet the requirements
of its members and anyone who is interested in
cetaceans in Ireland is encouraged to get involved.
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Information from ceLaceans sigilled at
sea is much more difficult to obLain than for
strandings but can be much more useful in
assessing distribution, abundance seasonal
occurrence and behaviour. Since 1975 sighting
records from Irish waters have been collected by
LheCeLaCC3nStudy Group in the U.K. This work
has shown that major concentrations of cetaceans
occur off southwest Ireland (Fig. I) and that Irish
waters contain important breeding and feeding
grounds for some species. Harbour Porpoise,
Pilot Whales, Risso's Dolphins and Boulenoscd
Dolphins breed off the south and southwest
coasts, while larger species such as Fin Whales,
Minke Whales and occasionally Humpback
Whales migrate annually through Irish waters.
Other species such as Sperm Whales and rare
Beaked Whales occur in deep water west of the
continental shelf.

The IWDG have produced a standardized
recording sheet for recording cetaceans sighted at
sea. In the near future, a slide pack and hopefully
a video will also be available to help observers
identify cetaceans. Do not be worried if you can
not easily identify cetaceans at sea as a record of
an unidentified cetacean is bener than no record at
all. If anybody is interested in recording cetacean
sightings, contact their regional co-ordinator or
Simon Berrow, Zoology Dept., University
College, Cork.

WHALE SANCTUARY
The IWDG have called on the Irish

government to declare a single order to protect all
whale species in Irish territorial waters (200
mile, exclusive fisheries zone) by a Refuge for
Fauna Order under the Wildlife Act (1976). This
Order, if implemented, would make Irish
territorial waters an International Whale
Sanctuary, the first of its kind in Europe, and
enable Ireland to take a leading role in "the
conservation of cetaceans. As the pressure to lift
the moratori urn on international whaling
increases, this proposal is seen as an important
step in the protection of whales throughout the
world and is an unequivocal statement on
Ireland's position on whaling. For further
information on this proposal contact John
Woodlock, 42, Hillside Gardens, Skerries Co.
Dublin (01) 6793455.

Welfare of Cetaceans
Stranded Alive

There has been increasing concern
regarding the welfare and first aid of cetaceans
that have stranded alive but arc unable to return
to the sea. This is a frequent occurrence on the
Irish coast and the correct treatment of these
animals needs to be addressed. Ideally, there
should be informed and experienced people
available throughout the country to advise on. or
take responsibility for, these animals. The IWDG
is setting up a working group to produce
guidelines for the welfare and first aid of these
animals and anybody interested in gelling
involved should COnlact Brendan Price,
Tobergregan, Garristown, Co. Dublin (01)
354370.

Over311 cclacean concentrations in British waters. TOlUs include sighlings of
unidentified species.

Sponsorship

The IWDG is very grateful for the supPort and
sponsorship of the Irish Wildlife
Federation, Whale and Dolphin
Conservation Society, National Parks
and Wildlife Service, Aer Lingus,
U.C.C., Sligo R.T,C., Earthwatch,
Sligo R.T.C. Students Union and private
donations. Without this support the IWDG
would not be able to achieve its objectives. Any
donations should be sent to Dr. Emer Rogan,
Treasurer, Irish Whale and Dolphin Group, c/o
Zoology Dept, University College, Cork. When
asking for any information please enclose a
stamped, addressed envelope.
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Infornlation fronl
Stranding Schemes

One of main functions of the IWDG is
to establish and co-ordinate a regional network of
observers to record cetaceans washed up on the
coast or observed at sea. At present there arc 18
regional co-ordinators spread over the whole
coac;t1ine.These contacts arc able to identify and
record stranded cetaceans and obtain biological
samples for pollution analysis and other research.
They will also seck records of cetaceans sighted
at sea. Contacts will receive training, if
neccessary, to carry out this work. Historical and
anecdotal infonnation will also be sought Some
post-mortems of cetaceans are being carried out
to detennine the health status of cetaceans in
Irish waters. hopefully this work will soon be
expanded. The network will be invaluable in
obtaining these samples from a wide range of
locations.

Guidelines for regional co-ordinators
have been produced and if anybody is interested in
getting involved then please contact Simon
Berrow, Zoology Dept., University College,
Cork or Terry Bruton, Ulster Museum, Belfast

Publications available

Guide to the Identification of Cetaceans in the
North East Atlantic. (p.G.H. Evans), £2.00

First Aid for Stranded Cetaceans (R.SY.c.A.),
£2.00

Whales (p.G.H. Evans) Whiuet series, £7.50
All prices are inclusive of p. & p. Orders to
IWDG, c/o Zoology Dept., U.C.C.

Scientific papers on cetacean ecology are
available from group members for the cost of
reproduction. A full list will soon be available.

There have been records of cetaceans
washed up on the Irish coast since the 1700s.
However, unlike England and Wales there is no
legal requirement to report stranded cetaceans in
the Irish Republic, so recording has often been
erratic. Some records have been published in the
scientific literature and the number recorded has
steadily increased since the 1960s (Fig. I), with
1990 being a record year. Does this increase
represent an increase in people recording str:lIlded
whales, increased abundance of some species off 
the Irish coast or maybe increased mortality? ."
There were 47 animals recorded stranded in 1990
(an average of 22 animals per annum were
recorded during the last decade) which, when
compared with 149 on the U.K. coast, suggests
that this is only a fraction of the total number
stranded.

Stranding schemes can be used to
crudely assess the distribution, abundance and
population status of cetaceans off the coast and .
identify potential threats to cetaceans. For
example, the number of pilot whales reported
stranded on the Irish and British coasts has
increased since the 1950s suggesting they are
occurring more frequently in Irish waters.
Stranded animals are also the source of a wide
range of tissue samples which can be used to
assess pollution loads, diet, age, reproductive
state and many other aspects of their ecology.

Information gathered by the IWDG will
be maintained on a data·base and will be freely
available to anybody. This information will be
essential for the conservation of cetaceans in Irish
waters. Anybody interested in recording stranded
animals please contact their regional co-ordinator
or Terry Bruton, Ulster Museum, Belfast
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Fig. 1 Number of published stranding records in the present century.



REGIONAL CO-ORDINATORS

n"ltion: Counties I.outh. Ml'.1th. Duhlin
N.lIn.·: John Woodlock
..\JJre~~: 42, I JiII~ide Carden~. Sl..errk~, Co. Dublin
Telephone Numocr: (01) 6793455
N.lme: Gl.'Or~e McConnack
AJdr<:"ss: 'Colonsay', South Strand. Skcrrie:l. Co.
Dublin
Telephone Number:

Region: County Wicklow
Name: Ded'ln Murphy
Address: 37. Oakley Park. BIackrock. Co. Dublin
Telephone Number: (01) 881873

Region: County Wexford
Name: Jim Hurley
Address: Grange. Kilmore. Co. Wexford
Telephone Number: (053) 29671

Region: County Waterfordl East Cork
Name: Pat Smiddy
Address: Ballykenneally. Ballymacoda. Co. Cork
Telephone Number: (024) 98286

Region: South Cork
Name: Simon Berrow
Address: Zoology Dept .• U.e.e. or Harbour View.
Bantry. Co. Cork .
Telephone Number: (021) 276871 or (027) 50968

Region: West Cork (Clonakilty. Mizen. Bantry)
Name: Declan O'Donnell
Address: Direenlomane. Ballydehob. Co. Cork
Telephone Number: (028) 37347

Region: West Cork (Beara Penninsula)
Name: Danny Osbourne
Address: Garranes. Castletownbere. Co. Cork
Telephone Number: (027) 73086

Region: South Kerry (Kenmare Bay)
Name: Michael O'Sullivan
Address: Ardshillane East. Sneem. Co. Kerry
Telephone Number: (064) 45257

Region: Mid K••ny (C.astlcntain •• Harbour)
Name: Pat Foley
Addrcs.q: Boultens. Gstlemainc. Co. Kerry
Telephone Numocr: (066) 67235

R••gion: W"t Kerry (Dingle Penn insula)
Name: Kevin Aannery
Address: Garfinny, Dingle. Co. Kerry
Telephone Numocr: (066) 51267

Region: North Kerry (TraIl.''' Bay)
Name: Tim O'Donoghue
Address: Upper Ballybrcnagh. Tralcc. Co. Kerry
Telephone Number: (066) 24725

Region: County Clare
Name: Paddy O'Sullivan
Address: Droumcliff. Ennis. Co. Gare
Telephone Numocr: (065) 22940

Region: Counties Galway and Mayo
Name: James Fairley
Address: Zoology Dept.. U. e. G.
Telephone Numocr: (091) 24411

Region: Achill Island. County Mayo
Name: John O'Shea
Address: Doolea, Achill. Co. Mayo
Telephone Number: (098) 43112

Region: County Sligo and Leitrim
Name: Don Cotton
Address: Sligo R.T.e., Sligo (Vol) or Ralhrowan Hse.,
Rathabema Sligo (H)
Telephone Number: (071) 43261 (W) or (071) 43251 (H)

Region: County Donegal
Name: Joe Gatins
Address: Main Street. Laghy, Co. Donegal
Telephone Number: «(173)21837

Region: Counties Derry, Antrim and Down
Name: Terry Bruton
Address: Botanic Gardens. Ulster Museum. Belfast
Telephone Number: (084) 381251
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NATIONAL CO-ORDINATORS

Simon Berrow
Zoology Dept., or
University College,
CORK
Tel: (021) 276871
Fax: (21) 274034

Harbour View.
Bantry
Co. Cork
Tel: (027) 50968
Fax: (027) 50545

TenyBruton
Ulster Museum.
Botanic Gardens,
BELFAST
Tel: (084) 381251
Fax: (84) 665510


