
contacts with the whales, clearly at ease
with our presence, slowly nosing around
the boat before heading off to do their
own thing. Added to which the sheer
indescribable joy of listening to
Humpbacks singing.

The seabirds around Cape Verde did
add another dimension to the
adventure. The Red-billed Tropicbirds
were always a pleasure to watch, while
the Brown Booby, Cape Verde
Shearwater and Little Shearwater were
excellent supporting acts.

And then we had a taste of the
weather conditions more typical of
these waters and, unfortunately, more
typical of the seas facing the crew after I
left. To say my last leg of the voyage was
unpleasant is an understatement - it
was possibly my last boat trip ever.
Simon was proved right about the sea;
thank goodness he was wrong about the
whales.
'an fn'ander

For more on this story, see page 3...
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on board, joining Joe and Matthew
Aston, Tony Whelan and myself, we set
off for Boavista, whose waters offered
the best chance of seeing Humpback
Whales (Megaptera novaeangliae).

We were not to be disappointed with
our first encounter as we approached
Boavista. Some 15 whales were soon
seen. While being under sail had been
one of the highlights of the trip down, it
did present some problems when it
came to manoeuvring to photograph
the whales' tail flukes as they dived.This,
their most desirable feature, was the
one that might allow us to match whales
seen here with those recorded
elsewhere, including Ireland. It was
really a question of holding a course
through active areas and hoping the
whales co-operated.

There were those moments when the
whales not only co-operated but
presented us with the problem of
deciding where to point the camera.
Most memorable were the close

• WEBSITE www.iwdg.ie

• The Irish Whale & Dolphin

Group (IWDG) is dedicated to
the conservation and better
understanding of cetaceans
(whales, dolphins and porpoise)
in Irish waters through study,
education and interpretation
• REGISTERED CHARITY No CHY 11163

"Sea conditions will be dreadful· damn
fortunate to see any whales - miles from
anywhere and lucky to get out alive."
This was the gist of a discussion with
Simon Berrow about what to expect if I
agreed to be part of the Cape Verde
expedition.

Having survived the trip down from
the Canaries on the Anna M, the sea
conditions around Cape Verde seemed
tolerable. The omens on arrival were
good, with five Pilot Whales greeting us.
Thirty-six hours later and with Simon



A BALANCED PERSPECTIVE.

Letter from the Secretary
2003 is looking like a good one for the
group, with a number of interesting
projects in the pipeline, including the
three-year ISCOPE initiative (see page
4) which offers you, the members, a
unique opportunity to actively engage
in the conservation of whales, dolphins
and porpoises.

One of the

biggest developments in recent months
has been the updating of our sightings
database, which is then displayed in
both map and text form on our

website. We will endeavour where possible to enter your sightings as
we receive them, so please pass us on your sightings as they occur,
rather than collecting them and sending them in large batches at the
end of the year. Most visitors to our website are really only interested
in current sightings.

It has been brought to our notice that some of you are not aware
of the website's interrogative powers. You can search up to the latest
150 sightings, by either species or county, using the drop-down menus,
and this combined with the daily uploads makes the IWDG website a
uniquely powerful tool. So, if you have not already done so, you should
play around with it and please pass us on any feedback, or point out
any outliers among the 4,000 dots on the maps.

We have plenty of summer/autumn activities in 2003 that we hope
you will get involved in.The Cape Clear Island whale-watching courses
are fully booked, but if there is sufficient demand we may run a fourth
one in October.Whale Watch Ireland 2003 is being run on Sunday 3rd
August at nine headlands throughout the four provinces. As part of
our ISCOPE commitment we will be supporting Heritage Week
(7th-14th September) with a number of illustrated talks around the
country that will be advertised closer to the time. We'd love to see
you there.As ever, thanks for your support in 2003.

Padraig Whooley

Notice of AGM
Notice is hereby given of the IWDG Annual General Meeting,
which will be held on Saturday 22 November 2003 following a
public lecture on the recent IWDG Cape Clear to Cape Verde

(CC2CV) expedition in search of the Irish Humpback Whale, by
Dr Simon Berrow.The lecture will be held at 2:00pm in ENFO, 17
St Andrew Street, Dublin 2, with the AGM due to start at 3:00pm.

Heritage Week Events
Monday 8th September: An illustrated talk by Mick O'Connell
on the whales and dolphins of County Kerry. Blasket
Interpretative Centre, Dunquin, Co Kerry, 8:00pm.
Wednesday 10th September: "Whales and Dolphins of
Shannon Estuary & Loop Head peninsula" - illustrated talk by Dr
Simon Berrow in Scattery Island Centre, Kilrush, Co Clare,
I I:OOam,followed by whalewatch, weather permitting.
Thursday I Ith September: "Whales and Dolphins of West
Cork" - an illustrated presentation by P<idraig Whooley, at
Skibbereen Heritage Centre, Skibbereen, Co Cork,8:00pm.

COVER IMAGE: Fluking Humpback Whale off Cape Verde
Islands. © Simon Berrow



Humpback Whale surfaces off Boavista, Cape Verde Islands
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first day of our survey and sailed right into
about a dozen Humpback Whales, singing
away in a sympathetic sea, I stated that I didn't
think it was going to be this easy.

Over the next two days we made numerous
recordings of Humpback songs, took at least
four good nuke shots for photo-identification,
and had a close encounter with a female and

her young calf.
On our return to Boavista from Sao Vicente

a week later we were full of optimism for what
we could achieve. Our ambitions were soon

brought into check, and over the next seven
days we had on ly three sightings of Humpback
Whales, for a total of about 20 secondsl We
spent two days on anchor in Sal Rei harbour,
unable to row the 100m to the pier due to the
huge swell, and when we were at sea we were
usually hanging on, restricted to the cockpit,
rather than up on the bow scouring the
horizon for whales. Thankfully, the Anna M is
a very fine ocean yacht, who took us
everywhere wc asked her to.

Over the last three weeks 01 the expedition
we suffered a broken engine, torn sails,
numerous soakings and even ran out of 'Barrys
Tea'. None of these obstacles deterred us, and
every day we set sail early, once again in search
of Humpbacks. rf it wasn't for the
determination of Joe Aston to sail to the Cape
Verde Islands, and the encouragement of Tony
Whelan to make it happen, this expedition
would have got no further than a good idea
and fine talk. Despite the harsh environment
we were all won over by the warmth and
beauty of the Cape Verde people.

Only by taking up new challenges and
pushing ourselves to new limits can we
develop as individuals and try to make a useful
contribution to our understanding of the
world around us. This summer, we will
continue our search for Humpback Whales off
the Irish coast during a three-week survey.
Maybe we will observe one of the whales we
spent the last three weeks with in the Cape
Verde Islands, maybe we won't.

~ Thanks to our sponsors the Karl Meyer
Foundation and the Island Foundation •

and when they might surface again, meant that
many good photo opportunities were lost. In
the scientific field the game line is long, the
opposition overwhelming and the result not
always as expected. But the sheer pleasure of
sharing the same piece of ocean with these
exquisite creatures, and the quality sound and
photo recordings gleaned from a successful
expedition, will always supersede whatever
discomforts were thrown our way - I spare a
thought for the many friendly Cape Verdans
whom we met. Their struggle is titanic and it
humbles me when I realise just how lucky we
are in this modernised society.

Nobody said it
would be easy
By Simon Berrow

Nobody said it was going to be easy. They did
say, however, that the Cape Verde Islands are a
remote and harsh environment. The trade

winds blow constantly, sometimes creating
mountainous seas and huge swells. There are
little or no support facilities on the islands and
it hasn't rained on some of them for over 10

years. Nice'
So we decided to sail a yacht, from Ireland

to Portugal and the Canary Islands before the
final stretch to the Cape Verde - a journey of
over 4,500km. Once there we were going to
survey the islands for Humpback Whales,
visiting sites where they have been recently
recorded and where Yankee whalers caught
them in their hundreds in the mid-19th

century. We would be only the fourth research
group over the last 20 years to try and work on
Humpbacks here. Why have so few been down
here? And why did we think we could succeed
in this unforgiving environment)

If it was easy to work on Humpbacks here,
then people would have done it more
frequently and our knowledge of their status
and distribution, as well as migration routes,
would be known .. However, it is precisely for
this reason that we wanted to try to contribute
to the knowledge of these whales, and to try
and establish a link with Irish Humpback
Whales. When we sailed into Boavista on the

Crew of Anna M: Simon Berrow.TonyWhelan.Joe
Aston and, at wheel, Matthew Aston

Given that we were in waters that had been

charted as Humpback breeding grounds,
combined with the positive sightings of the
early days of the expedition, my expectations
were not readily fulfilled. My impatience grew
over the five hours before I got my first
glimpse of the elusive blow guiding us to
'Humpback Alley' and some momentous
whalewatching. My lasting memory will be the
haunting vocalisations of these incredible
creatures, which gave me an eerie sense of
contentment, the male's longing lament
retorted by the females dulcet riposte.

It soon became apparent to me that this was
not going to be an altogether dream holiday.
Recording cetaceans from the deck of a sailing
vessel proved to be extremely difficult, not
helped by a 45-degree list. Apart from the
harsh restrictions imposed by barren
landscapes and the obvious discomforts of
sailing with or against the incessant trade
winds, conditions were not conducive to
sensitive electronic equipment. Everyone had
to be alert to the ever-present threat of salt
water on cameras.

As with most wild animals, whales are

unpredictable. Trying to second-guess where
they might be and, upon finding them, where



Saturday 2nd August: Joint IWDG/Seawatch Foundation Whale Watch at Whitehead, Co Antrim, meeting at
the Quarry car park, I I:OOam.Contact Andrew Upton at (028) 448 30 282.
Sunday 3rd August: The Portrush Countryside Centre will host a day of whale activities between I0:00am
and 6:00pm. Details from Andrew Upton, UWT, at (028) 448 30 282 or Rita Caldwell, EHS, (028) 70 825 834.

Phone

(023) 31911
087-6328106
086-8545450
087-419 4555

(028) 70 344 083
(028) 93 372 724
087-2977931
087-6377328

ISCOPE is supported by The Heritage
Council, The Marine Institute, The

Environment and Heritage Service (Northern

Ireland), and The National Parks and Wildlife
Service.

If you are interested in participating in
recording whales and dolphins in Ireland,
then please contact the Irish Whale and
Dolphin Group at Merchants Quay,
Kilrush, Co Clare, or through our website
at www.iwdg.ie

Are you interested in

taking part in ISCOPE?

Species identification
Your final challenge is identifying what you

have observed. The following features should
be noted: the animal's length, type of blow,
shape, and position of the dorsal fin, beak
type, body co!ouration, and markings.

Also note behavioural characteristics, such
as whether the animal breached, tail-fluked or

cleared the water on surfacing. Were seabirds
associating with the animal or did it approach
your boat? Don't be frustrated if identification
initially proves difficult. Once comfortable
with the more frequently observed species, the
others should, with time, fall into place. •

Watch leader

Padraig Whooley
Mick O'Connell
Simon Berrow

James Kilroy
Jim Allen
Ian Enlander
Dave Wall
Faith Wilson

Meeting Point

Golf course gates
Coumeenoole car park
Lighthouse car park
Car park
Larrybane, Ballintoy
Sea front car park
Balscadden car park
Hook Lighthouse

Equipment you will need
Porpoises, dolphins, Killer and Minke

Whales often forage close to headlands, and
can be seen with binoculars or the naked eye,
while a spotting scope and tripod will help
with positive identification of species and for
spotting larger whales further offshore.

Sighting Schemes
The IWDG have two sighting schemes - a

casual one, and an effort-related scheme.

Casual sightings are good for recording rare
species and identifying areas that would
benefit from more intensive coverage.

Our effort-related scheme provides an index
of relative abundance, showing seasonal and
geographical changes in abundance. To date,
the IWDG database has over 4,000 sighting
records and data from 1,000 hours of effort
related watches.

Sightings data may be submitted to the
IWDG by:
>- E-mail tosightings@iwdg.ie
>- Through our website (www.iwdg.ie). via

the on-line sighting form
>- Phoning in sightings directly, to the

IWDG phone-line.

~ to determine species, their length and sex,
g where possible. Stranded animals in good~
Cl condition are recovered for post-mortem
'e examination by uec.
~
@

location

Old Head of Kinsale, Cork
Dunmore Head, Kerry
Loop Head, Clare
Downpatrick Head, Mayo
Carrick-A-Rede,Antrim
Whitehead, Antrim
Howth Head, Dublin
Hook Head,Wexford

Whale-watching weekends on Cape Clear
These courses on Cape Clear Island, Co Cork, are now fully booked, but we are considering running a
fourth course in October if there is sufficient demand. Please contact Padraig Whooley on (023) 3191 I if
you are interested.

ISCOPE EVENTS

Whale Watch Ireland: Sunday, 3rd August, 2003
Whale Watch Ireland will be held this year on Sunday, 3rd August, between 2:00-5:00pm, at the locations
listed below. Please contact your local watch leader to help out on the day. See you there! (Our thanks to
The Heritage Council for sponsoring this event and Bord Failte for their support.)

IWDG Stranding
will train you to
and record dead

cetaceans, and how

By Simon Berrow

ISCOPE is an Irish Whale and Dolphin Group
initiative which aims to promote a greater
awareness and knowledge of cetaceans
(whales, dolphins and porpoises) in Irish
waters, by encouraging public participation in
cetacean recording. Being fortunate enough to
observe a whale or dolphin in
the wild is a wonderful

experience in itself, but by
being part of an all-Ireland
recording scheme your
observations can make a

significant contribution
towards their conservation. If

you would like to participate
in ISCOPE, we will provide
you with training on how to
observe, identify and record
cetaceans.

Constant-effort watching off Cape Clear

Stranding Scheme
Stranding schemes are
excellent because, as well as
saving whales and dolphins,
they help us to identify
unusual events such as

changes in distribution
resulting from climate change,
or diseases, or interaction with
human activities, which can

result in a large number of
deaths.

The
Scheme

identify
stranded
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> Congratulations to Peter and Conor who correctly

identified last issues mystery cetacean as an Indo

Pacific Humpbacked Dolphin •

dog swimming out after a ball clearly caused
the male to alter course and turn towards it,
approaching within 15m of the shore.

> The full details of these observations can be
found in: Ryan, C. and Wilson, P. (2003).
Observations on the behaviour oj a pod oj Killer
Whales, (Orcinus orca) that visited Cork Harbour in

2001. Irish Naturalists' Journal, Vol 27 No S.

Conor Ryan and Peter Wilson on the live
stranding course in February

Killiney and Bray.The survey lasts 100 minutes
and we carry out 10-minute scans of a 90°
sector of ocean, with binoculars and the naked

eye, and record any porpoises sighted, along
with other behavioural and environmental data.

This data will help to determine the maximum
number of porpoises using the bay on anyone
day, seasonal fluctuations in porpoise numbers,
and preferred habitat areas for porpoises in the
bay, and will help to determine if there is a
distinct group of porpoises using Dublin Bay,
and whether steps should be taken to protect
this population by means of a Special Area of
Conservation designation.

> Interested in becoming involved with
Project Porpoise-Watch? We welcome new
volunteers and there is no commitment or

experience required - just some enthusiasm!
Check out the IWDG website (www.iwdg.ie)
for updates on recent porpoise-watch results,
and for upcoming watch dates and times. For
more information, please contact Ruth
(ruth.leeney@ucd.ie) or Nick Channon
(nick.channon@iwdg.ie). The project is
supported by the National Parks and Wildlife
Service .•

So what did those Killer Whales get up to in Cork Harbour?
By Conor Ryan and Peter Wilson

On 5 June 2001 a pod of three Killer Whales
(Orcinus orca) was seen about lkm off Roches

Point, Cork Harbour. The pod consisted of an
adult male, an immature male and an adult
female. They stayed there for several days,
entering the harbour on 10th June, where they
were seen off the town of Cobh. During their
stay they generally kept to the deeper waters of
the commercial shipping routes between Cobh
and Whitegate jetty. However, they also swam
past Cobh and entered Lough Mahon, and on

one occasion they went all the way to Cork city ~
(15-16June) :;,:

On the morning of 8 July the body of the ~
adult female was found floating at the mouth of @

the harbour, while the remaining two whales
left the harbour on 24 July, hunting near
Whitegate. Over the following two months they
were seen on a number of occasions within

3km of Roches Point. During the six weeks of
their stay in the harbour we recorded over 75
hours of observations on their behaviour.

Behaviour observed included breaching, spy
hopping, co-operative hunting, and tail
slapping. They also approached boats in an
inquisitive manner. On one occasion, the adult
male approached and surfaced less than 2m
from a drifting boat. On another occasion, a

Harbour Porpoise in Killiney Bay

Porpoise Watch
By Ruth Leeney

Project Porpoise-Watch is a collaboration
between the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group
(IWDG) and the Marine Biodiversity Research
Group in the Zoology Department of University
College Dublin. It is led by Nick Channon of
the IWDG and Ruth Leeney, a PhD student
researching Harbour Porpoise (Phocoena

phocoena) in the Irish Sea. The Harbour
Porpoise is the commonest cetacean species in
Irish waters, but populations have declined
worldwide since the 1970s and it is now listed

as a priority species under Annex]] of the EU
Habitats Directive, which requires designation
of Special Areas of Conservation.

The project aims to learn more about the
porpoises in Dublin Bay. Most people are
unaware of the presence of this small and
charismatic cetacean, so close to a major urban
and shipping area, and so easily sighted from
many sites around Dublin Bay.Once a month,
we carry out a simultaneous survey from
several fixed locations around Dublin Bay.
These are Howth Head (three sites), Dalkey,

By Dave Wall

A fleet of six Japanese whaling vessels left port
in mid-April to commence a hunt of 260
whales. The fleet plans to kill 50 Minke Whales
in Japan's own coastal waters before heading for
the North Pacific, where it will kill 100 Minke,
50 Bryde's, 50 Sei and 10 Sperm Whales. The
departure came just days after another fleet
arrived back in port after killing 440 Minke
Whales. Although conducted under the
auspices of 'scientific whaling,' the meat from
these animals is sold to restaurants in Japan.

Meanwhile, Faroese hopes of importing
Minke Whale products from Norway have been
dashed by CITES. A CITES spokesman stated
that "the Faeroe Islands are one of two

dependent territories of Denmark, to which the
Convention applies." International commercial
trade in Minke Whale products is banned by
CITES.

A further blow to Norway's plans to export its
Minke blubber came from its own National

Veterinary Institute who declared the product
to be too toxic for human consumption.
Janneche Utne Skaare, deputy director of the
National Veterinary Institute, stated:
"Consumption of whale blubber would lead to
unacceptable levels of PCBs in humans."

Greenland, too, has been receiving some bad
press, with the news that three Killer Whales
were shot with small-calibre rifles, and more
were wounded, after ten to fifteen Killer Whales
entered a fjord in southern Greenland in March.

Finally, the Icelandic government's plans to
kill 100 Minke Whales, 100 Fin Whales and 50

Sei Whales have been given an icy reception by
local tourism chiefs. The Icelandic Tourist

Industry Association (ITlA) expressed anger
over the effects whaling would have on
Iceland's image and its whale-watching
industry, which generates four times more
revenue than whaling would. In addition, it
expressed concern that the first whales to be
killed would be 'friendly' Minke Whales that
have become habituated to the whale-watching
boats. The ITlA warned of "dire consequences"
if Iceland resumed whaling without
international agreement. •

Following the An Bord Pleamila decision to
refuse permission for the onshore terminal at
Bellanaboy, Co Mayo, in May, the proposed
Corrib gas field will not be developed in the
immediate future. The planning permission was
refused primarily due to the risk of peat slides
posed by the deposition of thousands of tons of
turf on hillsides in the Erris area as a result of

clearing the site of blanket bog for the proposed
terminal. •

Permission refused for

Corrib gas field

So you thought the whales

were saved!

r -' .:.



Killer Whale

1995, I watched two Killer Whales tossing a
young seal, prior to killing it just metres out
from an area known as Dunaldra, on Malin
Head.

"I was looking for migrant Snow Bunting at
the time, when my attention was drawn to a
large dorsal fin protruding through the water
less than 500 yards from where I was standing.
Then a second, smaller fin appeared and I
observed the diagnostic white markings, so I
was certain they were Killer Whales. They
swam in a circular motion, then I noticed
something being thrown into the air, and the
first thing that came to mind was a seal. When
blood was visible on the water, I instinctively
knew it had been killed.

'The incident didn't take long, if I remember
maybe less than 10 minutes. On telling other
local fishermen, they claimed that they had also
seen Killer Whales in Inishtrahull Sound,
Inishowen, during the late crab season in
November." •

World record?
By Peter Kinsella

The forecast for the 20th February 2003 was
remarkable and I decided to head out for a little

fishing, some exploration, and perhaps a
dolphin sighting. On launching from
Gleninagh, north Clare, into calm waters, the
sea conditions changed when I rounded Black
Head, developing into a sharp chop, but this
moderated as forecast. Finding the fishing none
too productive aI;ld somewhat disillusioned by
the numbers of trawlers within Galway Bay and
the effect of their heavy gear dragging along the
seabed, I motored to Foul Sound etween
Inisheer and Inishmaa islands. At the north

eastern end, Sandy, the Aran's resident
Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus),

approached me at speed for a chase, as she
always does. I find she's not that inter,estea i
stationary boats, although she did qnce splash
me when I stopped for a spot of fishing I
suppose it was her way of saying 'come and
play'

After taking a bearing for Black Head, on the
Burren coast, I made a minor deviation to look

at a large trawler working adjacent to Killa
Patch. On leaving, I saw what I thought was a
black flag, which are often posted in these
waters to demark long lines. This flag, however,
disappeared, which I found puzzling. So I
slowed and looked around for a short time.

Then, by far the biggest dorsal fin I've ever seen,
two metres high, with a distinctive notch in the
trailing edge, surfaced close to my small craft.

Within a few seconds three Killer Whales

(Orcinus orca) surfaced simultaneously Further
proof of their identification was evidenced by
the white oval patch behind their large eyes.
Estimated lengths were 75m, 6m and 35m. At
a guess, an adult male, female and juvenile.
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These stout giants moved relatively slowly at
about 5 knots. Their eye-contact left me in little
doubt that they were just as interested in me as
I was in them. They periodically spent ten to
fifteen seconds at the surface in between what

appeared to be shallow dives.
It is noteworthy that this pod was about 1.5

miles behind a trawler and following the same
line of travel. I spent some 45 memorable
minutes with these fabulous mammals,
motoring about five metres parallel to them - a
margin they seemed careful to maintain. At the
end of the interaction I cut the engine to see
what would happen. The boat stopped and
they disappeared without a trace.

In my opinion the presence of these Killer
Whales was associated with the prevalent
trawler activity They were either feeding on
fishing discards, on fish disturbed by the trawl
beam's passage, or on seals drawn to the
trawler's activities. There is a healthy seal
population within the bay I motored back to
base in the failing light at the conclusion of a
most memorable day at sea.

Comments on above....
0>

Although there is much anecdotal evidence l
suggesting that Killer Whales in Irish waters @

may prey upon other marine mammal species,
it has not been well documented. But Ronan

McLaughlin's account of Killer Whales in
Donegal helps us build a more complete picture
as to the true nature of Ireland's top marine
predator:

... 1 have observed Killer Whales a number

of times during the month of November when
the seals are pupping in Donegal. I noticed
them on November 14th 1993 while fishing
and again in late November 1994. In November

By Con or Ryan

If I told you that Whitepoint, which juts into
one of the narrowest parts of the shipping lane
in Cork Harbour, was a cetacean hot spot, you
might say I was mad. but you'd be wrong!
From my bedroom window, I have seen five
species of cetacean - Harbour Porpoise,
Common Dolphin, Bottlenose Dolphin, Risso's
Dolphin and Killer Whale.

Over the past four years, Common Dolphins,
often in feeding groups in excess of 100, have
predictably entered the harbour between late
December and February. Peter Wilson and I
watch them with ease from my house, and
kayaking with them is a truly unforgettable
experience. The legendary pod of three Killer
Whales that came into the harbour in June
2001 passed our house a few times, tail
slapping and rushing on the surface as they did.

So, who knows what will turn up at
Whitepoint next? •

Killer Whale tail-lobbing in Cork Harbour



Submit your latest sightings on our on line sightings form at see www.iwdg.ie

A dolphin day to remember
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Killer Whale with calf

Killer Whale
(Orcinus orca)
Despite its name, the Killer Whale is not a
whale but the largest member of the dolphin
family. In Irish waters, it is most easily confused
with Risso's Dolphin or Pilot Whale, but at
close quarters there can be little mistaking this
top marine predator.

Very active and quite visible on the surface,
it may engage in an array of behavioural
displays, such as breaching, fluke-slapping, spy
hopping, pee-slapping or lob-tailing. At close
quarters, the diagnostically tall dorsal fin (5-6 ft
on mature males), brilliant white eye-patch
behind each eye, and pale saddle-patch behind
the dorsal fin, combined with its size (25-30 ft
mature male, 20-25 ft mature female) make its
identification fairly straightforward .

Biggest concentrations are found along the
continental shelf edge, but Killer Whales in
Ireland have also been observed in inshore

habitats, including bays, estuaries, off islands
and headlands, and even in rivers (Lough Foyle,
Derry city, and the River Lee, Cork city, being
two cases in point). Group size is generally
small, three or less, although pods of more
than 30 have been seen offshore. When

inshore, they may appear very close to the
shore.

A glance at the sightings map on the IWDG
website will reveal their wide occurrence in

Irish waters, though the Irish Sea significantly
has the fewest sightings and is a noticeable
exception. Contenders for Killer Whale

hotspots are the Saltees, Co Wexford, Cape
Clear Island, Co Cork, the Blasket Islands and

Sound, Co Kerry, and Malin Head/lnishowen
Peninsula, Co Donegal.

There appears to be a bias towards our
islands, which may be due to increasing
observer effort from such locations. But the
fact that our offshore islands are home to the

Grey Seal (Halichoerus grypus), a species that
ranks high in the Killer Whale's calorific intake,

may playa part in their distribution. However,
the majority of Irish KilierWhale observations

suggest they are primarily fish-eating.
Full details of all Killer Whale sightings in

Ireland in the past decade, along with a more
detailed species profile, are available on the
IWDG website at www.iwdg.ie •

steadily got tighter and tighter until I guess it was
closer to 30 yards in diameter. And then, with
some maintaining the circle, others threw
themselves up through the middle of the ring.
Once more it was white water, flying dolphins
and mackerel, all in the air together. Again the
feeding continued for about 15 minutes until it
finally came to an end.

At this point the pod came together again, this
time in no discernible shape, and they began to
slowly retrace their path. I watched their
glistening backs and the spray from their
blowholes silhouetted against the sun, as they
headed back towards Killary.

The entire encounter lasted about an hour and

a half and, throughout, the pod was never more
than 100 yards from me. At times so close I
could hear them venting, see their scars, and
even hear them vocalising.

I thought that my 30-year involvement in the
sea would leave me unmoved by such an
encounter, but I was wrong. My only regret was
that I was alone on the beach. Such experiences
really need to be shared with others. •
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six dolphins in the air and ten times that many ~

mackerel flying in all directions. This went on for g
about 15 minutes.

Then, it was all over and the sea returned to

calm. Much to my surprise, the pod gradually
regrouped into their original box-like shape,
resuming their leisurely passage along the beach,
not more than 20 yards from the shore. There
was no mistaking their intent this time.

As they approached a second line of rocks,
about 800 yards further along, the performance
was repeated. More mackerel and another frenzy
of flying dolphins as they hit more mackerel
pinned against the rocks. Another 15 minutes
later it was all over. .. or so I thought!

For a third time, they took up formation and
continued their passage, this time heading for
the headland at the end of the beach. On this

occasion the shape of the pod changed once
more. No longer a three-sided box, this time, as
they closed on the headland, they formed a
distinct circle, about 100 yards across, which

What really caught my attention was the
pod's shape, and the speed at which it travelled.
The group was strung out in a straight line
travelling parallel to the shore, with the nearest
dolphin not more than 20 yards from the
water's edge and the outer one about 60 yards
further out. They swam in this shape
(formation) so slowly that I was able to keep
pace with them as I walked along. Even to my
amateur eye, the combination of shape and
pace suggested this was not 'leisure time' at the
beach.. were they searching for something?
Were they herding fish before them?

When they were about 100 yards from a
fairly large line of rocks protruding from the
shore, the shape of the pod changed, with the
inner and outer dolphins moving slightly ahead
of the rest of the line, so that now the format
was like three sides of a box.. the pace had
picked up also! Then, as they closed in, the box
was "closed" by the line of rocks.. and
suddenly all hell broke loose; the sea erupted in
a maelstrom of white water and flying dolphins
as they hit a shoal of mackerel trapped between
them and the rocks. At times there were five or

Bottlenose Dolphins in feeding formation

By Tony Murtagh
Thirty years of diving have given me many
dolphin encounters, none of which compare
with what I witnessed while walking the beach
at White Strand, north of Killary harbour, last
September.

Weather-wise, it was one of those days, with
the sea like a mill pond and crystal clear. A few
miles out stood Inishturk, while up ahead Clare
Island beckoned, all in blistering sunshine with
just a few cotton balls of cloud miles of
deserted golden beach stretched out in front of
me. The kind of day that you are just glad to be
alive.

As I walked along the water's edge I heard the
unmistakable sound of dolphins blowing, and
there, not more than 20 yards out from the
shore, was a pod of 15-20 Bottlenose Dolphins
(Tursiops truncatus) swimming parallel to the
beach. They were so close the scars on their
backs were visible, and I could still see them
clearly after they had dived.
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Live Stranding Course
• IWDG promote best practice in dealing with live-stranded cetaceans

Bottlenose Dolphin model: a life-sized,
inflatable training dolphin purchased with the
proceeds from the live stranding course

Editor's Note: The profits generated from
running this course have been dedicated to
equipping the group with two live-stranding
kits and a model blow-up dolphin for future
training courses. Further details on best
practice for dealing with live-stranded
cetaceans are available on our website at:

www.iwdg.ie/strandings.asp 7cat=31&search •

weekend, with the relevant background
knowledge supported by practical hands-on
training, which should help people who
become involved in a stranding incident to
make the best decisions relating to the welfare
of the animal. A contact list of participants on
the course was distributed, and had its first
'outing' only a month later when a Striped
Dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba) stranded at
Fermoyle, Co Kerry.

On behalf of the IWDG, 1 would like to

thank all those who participated or helped out
over the weekend, especially those who shared
their knowledge with us: James Barnett
(BDMLR),Simon Berrow (IWDG), Sean Eviston
(lSS), Pat Smiddy and Tim O'Donoghue
(Duchas).Thanks also to Robert Stack and

family for their hospitality and help with
accommodation. For their professionalism and
eagerness to help, which made my job as local
coordinator so much easier, we are very grateful
to all in the Ballybunion Sea and Cliff Rescue
Service, who hosted the event. Finally, thanks
to Faith Wilson for handling the finances and
the bookings, with the never-ending juggling to
find places for all those who were keen to
participate.

On a final note, none of these events happen
by themselves but require a lot of work, not
only on the day itself, but also in the
background work in organising an event such
as this and making sure it runs smoothly As
such, I would urge lWDG members to get
involved in lWDG events happening in their
area, such as local sighting schemes, National
WhaleWatch Day, slide shows, ete. At the end of
the day, it is you, the members, who gain as the
group itself becomes more active.

stranded animal, and specialist advice aimed at
the vets present, regarding type and method of
drug administration, euthanasia, etc. Sean
Eviston of the Irish Seal Sanctuary also gave a
talk on the care of stranded seals, which, in
view of the recent PDV (phocine distemper
virus) outbreak, was quite topical. In fact, a
young, malnourished seal was found on the
beach on the Sunday evening just as the course
was finishing, but despite receiving the best
treatment available it died on its way to the seal
sanctuary in Dublin, a timely reminder that in
many strandings the outlook can be quite poor
for the animal.

For the afternoon session, james had brought
along life-sized models of a Pilot Whale,
Bottlenose Dolphin and seal. To save time, these
were filled with water in the morning and, as
they rolled around in the surf of an incoming
tide, they took on a very life-like appearance. If
you don't believe me, then you could ask the
unfortunate chap who waded out into
Ballybunion's icy waves, in his clothes, to see
the 'whale' up close! I didn't get a name, but if
you noticed someone in Ballybunion on the
morning of the 1st of February with a very red
face and very blue legs, that's our man!

Fortunately our participants were better ti
protected and were equipped with dry-suits by ~
the Sea and Cliff Rescue Centre to protect ciS

against hypothermia. Everyone received-g
practical hands-on training in the care and re- @

floating of the stranded 'animals,' which in the
case of the Pilot Whale involved the use of an

inflatable pontoon system. A truly challenging
effort in the rolling breakers. On the Sunday,
the pontoon session was held further up the
beach due to increasing wind and waves.

All in all, it proved to be a very informative

Hands-on training

By Mick O'Connell
Following the mass stranding of Pilot Whales at
Aughacasla, Castlegregory, Co Kerry, in March
2003 (see lWOG News No 21), the IWDG

received a number of requests from members
and marine rescue services in Kerry to provide
training which would promote best practice
when dealing with live-stranded cetaceans. It
was therefore decided to organise a one-day
live-stranding exercise aimed at the coastal
communities of Kerry and Clare. Due to
popular demand, two courses were held, on the
1st and 2nd of February 2003, in conjunction
with james Barnett of British Divers Marine Life
Rescue (www.bdmlr.org.uk), a veterinary
scientis with extensive experience 'n this field.

The course was held at the Sea and Cliff

Rescue Centre in Ballybunion, where we were
provided with excellent facilities, a beachside
venue, and proximity to the Tarbert ferry, hkh
was important for those travelling from north of
the Shannon. Members of the local lifeboat,
coastguard services, cliff rescue, vets and other
interested parties were invited to attend the
one-day training course, with places made
available on the second day for IWDG
members. In total, over 80 people attended,
including vets from counties Cork, Kerry and
Clare, members of the marine rescue services in
Kerry and Clare, and representatives from
Duchas and the Shannon Regional Fisheries
Board.

Specialist advice
The morning session of the course consisted

primarily of illustrated talks by Dr Simon
Berrow (IWDG), james Barnett (BDMLR), and
Duchas representatives, covering the history of
cetacean strandings in Ireland, cetacean
biology, legal responsibilities, care of the
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Sea conditions proved exhilarating during the live-stranding course in Ballybunion
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Stranded Common Dolphin

Dolphins strand in Ventry
By David Chippendale
It was the usual morning walk with the dog on
Ventry beach, starting at the cemetery, across
the three bridges and past the saltwater lagoon.
This is the quietest part of the beach, and that
morning there was nobody else around. The
tide was high, but had turned, and the sea was
calm. As I reached the last section of the beach,
I saw three dorsal fins in a row, beyond a low
rock outcrop. As I approached, I could see that
there was movement - these stranded dolphins
were alive!

When I reached them, I could see
immediately that the middle of the three was, in
fact, dead. The blowhole was closed. The other
two dolphins, one on either side of the
deceased as if trying to support it, were
breathing every half minute or so, but seemed
to be struggling.

With no telephone and nobody in sight, I
decided to move them imo deeper water to give
them more support and see if they were capable
of swimming. Having laboured to move them
into about 1-2 feet of water, they seemed very
weak and were no doubt stressed by the
stranding and then this human intervemion,
and they seemed inclined to keel over onto

their sides. I then feared that they would drown
and so brought them back into shallow water
before going to get help.

I made two calls from a farmhouse to Chips
Chipperfield, who lives close by, and to
Ocean world in Dingle, before returning to the
beach. Chips arrived with his partner Irene and
son Mattie, and we were able to move the
dolphins into deeper water while supporting
them to keep the blowhole above the water
line. One of the dolphins was stronger and
managed to swim off, but it stayed in the
vicinity, seemingly struggling to come up for
breaths. Eventually it stranded again, amongst
rocks, but after 15 minutes or so it managed to
swim away again, but stayed in the area.

The second dolphin was weaker and tended
to swim on its side, which left it continually
returning to shore. At this point, TJ Scanlon
and another member of staff arrived from

Ocean world with diving gear. TJ entered the
water and patiently guided the weaker dolphin
several hundred yards off-shore. As far as we
could see, the two dolphins made their way
further down the side of the bay. Frozen after
being in the water for nearly two hours, we
returned home.

White-beaked

Dolphin strands
By Dave Wall
A White-beaked Dolphin (Lagenorhynchus

albirostris) was stranded in Elly Bay, Co Mayo,
on the 6th March, 2003. The male dolphin,
measuring 1.8m, showed signs of being
malnourished. This is only the third White
beaked Dolphin stranding to be recorded in
Ireland since 1996. Amazingly enough, the
1996 stranding also occurred in Elly Bay, and
that dolphin was also a male, measuring 1.98m.
The last White-beaked Dolphin stranding in
Ireland occurred in Co Leitrim in 2000. •

I later learned from Dr Emer Rogan at UCC
that these were Common Dolphins (Delphinus

delphis) and that UCC staff had retrieved the
dead dolphin for research purposes later that
day. The experience led me to consult the
IWDG website to get advice on strandings.
With the benefit of that knowledge, I would
have gone for help immediately and not moved
the dolphins until there were enough people to
give them proper support. This minimises the
level of intervention required and no doubt
causes less stress to the animals. •

Bycaught Common Dolphin
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Editor's Note: The IWDG have recently
commented on proposed amendments to the
Fisheries Bill in Ireland and have also submitted
their recommendations and comments to the

DEFRA Cetacean Bycatch Strategy currently
being drawn up in the UK.

Growing bycatch problem I
By Emer Rogan cause of death was entanglement in fishing 3
Since January of this year, 19 stranded gear. There is great concern about the extent of
Common Dolphins (Delphinus delphis) have this bycatch, and fisheries including the sea
been reported to the IWDG. Most of these bass trawl fishery operated by UK and French
strandings were recorded from counties Kerry, vessels have been implicated.
Cork and Waterford. Seven of these stranded Mitigation methods, including the
within a two-week period in February in a incorporation of separator grids (similar to rhe
distinct geographical region, from Tramore in turtle excluder devices) are currently being
Waterford to Cork city. Of these seven, six were trialled in the UK fleet, with some success.
recovered for post-mortem examination and all More observer work on fishing fleets in the
of these animals had injuries consistent with Celtic Sea and ways to mitigate this bycatch are
being caught in fishing gear. While it is not urgently required. •
possible to say what fishery was involved, it is
likely that these animals were caught in a trawl
fishery as opposed to gillnets.

This unusually high strandings incident is
not an isolated event. In the previous months
large numbers of Common Dolphins were
washed up on the beaches of Cornwall and in
parts of France. There, too, the most likely
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Map by Dave Wall

ARC was also in

action at this year's conference of the European
Cetacean Society in Gran Canaria, where plans
were laid [or wider collaboration between

survey projects based on ferries. In the coming
years, it is hoped that the ARC network will

stretch from the south of Spain to the Northern
Isles.

On the Holyhead route, sightings have been

few but constant in nature. Most sightings are

of single Harbour Porpoise, but dolphins

occasionally show. Survey dates have been

unfortunate in that the ship's crew have on
some occasions seen Jots of cetaceans but not

on dates when IWDG surveyors were present.
The Holyhead route has also been blighted by

poor weather, which has often scuppered any

chances of seeing Harbour Porpoise. However,

I am confident that we will have some good

reports from this route during the summer.
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Table 2. Sightings on the Dublin to
Holyhead route for the period
November 2002 - April 2003

Month Species
Nov Common Dolphin
Nov Pilot Whale

Nov Fin Whale

Nov Minke Whale

Dee Common Dolphin

Dee Dolphin sp

Dee Harbour Porpoise

Mar Harbour Porpoise

Mar Grey Seal

Mar Turtle sp

Mar Common Dolphin

Apr Harbour Porpoise

Apr Minke Whale

Apr Common Dolphin

Month Species
Nov Common Dolphin

Dee Harbour Porpoise

Jan Harbour Porpoise

Feb Harbour Porpoise

Mar Harbour Porpoise

Apr Dolphin sp

Table I. Sightings on the Dublin and
Rosslare to Cherbourg route,
November 2002 - April 2003

•
•

May 2003
Several groups of Common Dolphins, and an

unidentified whale, were seen in the Irish Sea

on the southward leg, while a solitary Minke
~ Whale was seen off the Arklow Bank, and a

~ group of 4-5 Harbour Porpoise was seen offo
l; Bray Head on the northward journey.
~ On a larger scale, we have been collaborating

~ with our EU partners from England and Spain.L-_________________ The Atlantic Research

Coalition (ARC) plan to
publish a review of

sightings on all ARC

routes (see map) for
2001. This publication
should be available in

the near future, so keep

your eyes on the IWDG
website for details.

•
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Summary of sightings from ferry surveys. 2001-2003

distant! As the light faded, our hopes went with

it, but at the eleventh hour several groups of

Common Dolphins came speeding towards the
bow ... just in time to save the day.

April was low in cetacean sightings, but
notable for its bird life. Thousands of Manx

Shearwaters skimmed the waves in front of the

ship as we crossed the Celtic deep. Also noted

were the first Puffins of the summer, moving
along the Wexford coastline.
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March-April
2003

Our next survey, in March, saw the IWDG

team back on board the European Ambassador
on the Dublin to Cherbourg route. We had our

usual sightings of Harbour Porpoise along the
Wicklow coast, while a juvenile turtle was

spotted off Rosslare. The return trip looked like

being a non-event as the English Channel was

up to its old tricks, and even the prospect of a

cardboard box to keep us amused looked

November-December 2002
November produced sightings of Fin Whale,

Pilot Whale and Minke Whale plus a group of
500+ Common Dolphins.. all in the English

Channel. Prior to this, the best the English
Channel had to offer surveyors was a couple of

cardboard boxes and a ship-spatter's paradise.

The month of November produced storm

force 11 gales, resulting in some interesting

meal-times and some spectacular feats of

levitation on the part of passengers, crew and
furniture, while an

extra night at sea was

required while we
waited for conditions

to improve enough to

gain entry to Rosslare
Euro-Port. December

was less eventful, with

a good lot of dolphin
sightings.

In November, we

were joined by Abigail

Hughes from the

Liverpool Daily Post (at
the invite of Irish

Ferries) who wrote an

article on our crossing
from Dublin (available
to view on the

website: see report for
November).

By Dove Wall

The Cherbourg route has produced some great

sightings and adventures on the high seas since
our last issue of IWDG News.

Waves pound the European Diplomat during
Storm Force I I gale, November 2002

Ferry surveys update



• European Cetacean Society Annual Conference

Marine mammals and sound

anthropogenic noise, it was impossible to
record Sperm Whale clicks and this could have
implications for their feeding and navigation.

A number of workshops on the PDV
outbreak, active sonars, the use of PODs

(Porpoise listening devices), using ships of
opportunity for cetacean research,
whalewatching and the Bay of Biscay surveys
were also attended. The POD workshop
explored the use of the T-pod, which is a type
of acoustic data-logger that records Harbour
Porpoise and dolphin echolocation clicks, 24
hours a day for several months.

After the conference, we took the
opportunity to go dolphin-watching. With calm
seas and excellent visibility it was not long
before we encountered a large school of a few
hundred Common Dolphins with half a dozen
Spotted Dolphins as well. An excellent end to a
thoroughly enjoyable conference! So, who is up
for Sweden in 2004?

~ All scientific abstracts presented at the
conference are available on the ECS website:
www.broekemaweb.nVecs/ecs
2003_abstracts.htm

~ Claire Pollock worked researching seabirds and

cetaceans for JNCC and now runs Cork Ecology
consultancy. •

life history (which was chaired by IWDG
director Dr Emer Rogan).

Some amazing research is going on out there!
Ted Cransford from the USA spoke of an
innovative project in San Diego to investigate
the effects of sound on the tissue structure of

beaked whales. They cut a frozen specimen of a
Cuvier's Beaked Whale into four pieces,
sectioned each piece, and extracted over 600
samples for analysis. The aim of this project is
to produce a computerised model of a Cuvier's
Beaked Whale, which they can use to simulate
the effects of man-made sounds on different

parts of the body
Robert Baird spoke of research carried out on

Short-finned Pilot Whales in Hawaii. They used
suction cup-attached time-depth recorders and
video cameras called 'critter cams' (supplied by
National Geographic) to investigate diving
depths and behaviours. The footage from the
critter cams was remarkable as you were
literally transported down to depths of over
800m on the back of a Pilot Whale!

Many talks focused on the effects of noise,
particularly low frequency sonar used by the
military on cetaceans (see 'Can whales get the
bends?'). A study in the Ligurian Sea off Italy
indicated that shipping noise might mask Fin
Whale song, while in the Gulf of Mexico a
study showed that during times of intense

Short-finned Pilot Whale off Tenerife in the

Canary Islands

By Claire Pollock
Sun, sea, sand and whales - how could I resist

the opportunity! Obviously others were
tempted too, as several members of the IWDG
attended the 17th Annual European Cetacean
Society (ECS) Conference, which was held in
Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, during March. The
theme of the conference was 'Marine Mammals

and Sound' and it was a packed affair, with
sessions on a range of topics, including
acoustics, physiology/anatomy, behaviour,
ecology, conservation, disease, abundance, and

Can whales get the bends?
By William W Rossiter
The results of research carried out by local
scientists in the wake of the mass stranding of
Cuvier's (Ziphius cavirostris), Blainville's
(Mesoplodon densirostris) and Gervais
(Mesoplodon europaeus) Beaked Whales in the
Canary Islands last September (1WDGNews 22)

was presented at the recent ECS conference and
suggested that the relationship between
stranded cetaceans and military sonars may be
far greater than imagined. These strandings
coincided temporally and spatially with
ongoing naval military manoeuvres, and
evidence found during histo-pathological,
microscopic and macroscopic studies of organ
and tissue samples indicated that the animals
stranded due to a decompression-like sickness
(similar to the bends in humans). Until now the
standard belief was that cetaceans couldn't

suffer from the bends, because they dove deeply
with only a small remnant of air in their lungs
from their last breath.

The stranded whales in the Canary Islands
had evidence of fat embolisms, and "severely
disseminated micro-vascular haemorrhages,"
which means that they had blood around
nerves, eyes and brain, and in their ears, lungs,

1;;

kidney and spleen. Not every whale had all the ~
symptoms. They might have survived, but @

thoroughly disoriented and suffering from
multiple injuries, they blundered ashore, giving
the superb scientists in the Canary Islands the
clues to tell us what happened.

There have been over 20 mass strandings of
beaked whales since detailed records began
about 1963, when modern sonars appeared,
but the connection between strandings and
sonars wasn't made clear until an event in

Greece in 1996. The great majority of species
affected have been Cuvier's Beaked Whales, but
Blainville's Beaked Whales and other species
have also been affected. After the 2000

stranding in the Bahamas the focus of
investigations was on the whale's head and ears,
with implications for hearing and orientation.
Only since the Canaries stranding have
investigations begun to widen to look for
evidence of a decompression-like sickness in
major organs. This finding was further
substantiated by the presence of microscopic
gas bubbles in the organs and blood vessels of
seven stranded species found in UK waters,
including Risso's Dolphins (Grampus griseus), a
Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis), a

Stranded Cuvier's Beaked Whale

Harbour Porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) and a
Blainville's Beaked Whale.

~ William W Rossiter is president of the Cetacean

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

• IWDG contacts around the coast
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