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Letter from the Secretary
2003 has been a good year for the IWDG on most fronts.We
attracted 145 new members, but this didn't constitute a
significant net growth as these largely replaced 120 members
we lost. No doubt this high level of attrition reflected the
economic uncertainty, and hit other NGOs equally,but at the

. time of writing our membership is at an all-time high of 550
and growing, and this is promising.

If you've received a membership
renewal with this issue,we hope you will be able to continue
to support us by renewing. Remember, not everyone who
receives this issue is due a renewal: if you joined after July
2003 we gaveyou the remaining five months of the year free

(to end of December), and your first renewal notice will not be till December 2004.The
membership gift pack has been revamped, and we hope that you'll consider it for a
Christmas or birthday present this season.

2004 promises to be even more packed with events, ranging from our Cape Clear
weekends, to Whale Watch Ireland 2004, which will be on Sunday Ist August, while on
24th-26th September we'll be hosting Miol Mer, a major Whale Conference in
Rosscarbery,West Cork. These events,where not free, are offered at discount rates for
members, to encourage your participation.

We'd like to thank our ISCOPE partners: the Heritage Council, the Marine Institute,
the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, and the Northern
Ireland Environment and Heritage Service. We'd also like to acknowledge our Ferry
Project partners - P&O and Irish Ferries - and Failte Ireland for their support in 2003.
Above all,we'd like to thank you, for your support and encouragement, and we wish you
and your families a peaceful Christmas and a cetaceous new year.

Padraig Whooley

Contact me if you've any queries relating to the IWDG:
PadraigWhooley, IWDG Secretary, Gortagrenane, Castlefreke, Clonakilty,

Co Cork Tel: (023) 3191 I Email:padraig.whooley@iwdg.ie

WhaleWateh Ireland 2004
WhaleWatch Ireland 2004 will be held on Sunday, Ist of August, 2004, at a variety of
headlandsaround the coast. Pleasesupport us at this national event by turning up and
helping out on the day!

Whalewatehing Weekends 2004
IWDG whalewatching weekend courses are to be held in 2004 on Cape Clear Island,
West Cork, on the following dates:
• 16-18th July· 13-15thAugust· I0-12th September
And on Tory Island,Co Donegal on: • 18-20th June
We hope you can join us for what has proven to be an extremely enjoyable and
rewarding weekend of cetacean spotting!

IWDG Exhibition 2004
The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group Exhibition will be held in ENFO, Dublin, in
June/July2004.We will need assistance in creating this exhibition, so please contact
faith.wilson@iwdg.ie if you can help out!

International Symposium 2004
An International Symposium on the Flora and Faunaof the Atlantic Islandswill be held
in Dublin on 23-27th August 2004.The conference will be held in University College
Dublin and may be of interest to our members.

ISCOPE Training Course
Whalewatching Training Day, 3rd July,2004, Kilrush, Co Clare. For more information
contact PadraigWhooley, Tel: (023) 3 191I E-mail: padraig.whooley@iwdg.ie

COVERIMAGE: Fin whale off Ireland's south coast (© Shannon Marine Rescue)



Fin whale

First IWDG Whale Conference, 24-26th September 2004

~ For more information contact

Frances. Bermingham@iwdg.ie

afternoons as well as a wide range of
whale and dolphin related activities
including information, art, whale
quiz and other surprises.

The venue for the conference will
be the Celtic Ross Hotel in

Rosscarbery, County Cork
(www.ceIticrosshoteLie). The cost of
the conference will be around €80

for non- IWDG members and €60
for IWDG members for the
weekend. This does not include

accommodation, which will be

available at the hotel at a special
conference rate. This is an

opportunity for IWDG members to
meet other members of the group
and find out at first hand the work

we are doing. This is your
conference .•

The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group
(IWDG) are organising its first
Whale Conference, Miol M6r 2004.

As its name implies, the theme of
the conference is large whales and is
our attempt to put the recent
discovery of the presence of fin and
humpback whales off the coast of
County Cork into an international
context. The conference is aimed at
non-academic amateurs with an
interest in cetaceans in Ireland.

Invited speakers include Phil
Clapham and Martine Berube who
have worked extensively on

humpback and fin whales in the
NW Atlantic, Simone Panigada who
works on fin whales in the

Mediterranean and Greg Donovan
from the International Whaling
Commission, as well as

presentations from the IWDG on
our recent work.

Land and boat-based whale

watching will be available in the



Risso's Rock?

By Anthony Beese
Breandan 0 Ciobhain collected

the local place-name, The
Grampus Rock, in south Kerry
(Toponomia Hiberniae, Volume
II, 1984). Presumably, the name
is a reference to Risso's dolphins
(Grampus griseus), which have
been observed close inshore in

west Cork and Kerry The rock,
shown as Coosane Rock on the

Ordnance Survey map, is
situated about 2km outside

Castle Cove on the Iveragh
Peninsula. BOC's informant,
Mike Fenton, said that the

Grampus was one of the largest
'fish' in the sea. •

The potential uses of this
technology, if successful, are
many Such a system will allow
researchers to explore dolphin
vocalisations throughout the
day and night and in all
weathers. Acoustic indices will

be developed for monitoring
purposes and the educational
potential is limited only by our
imagination .•

~ For more information see

www.shannondolphins.ie

Dolphin & Nature

Boat trips
& evening trips

around Loop Head
•
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By Simon Berrow

Dolphins live in an acoustic world, dominated
by sound and not sight. An innovative
acoustic project is underway in the Shannon
estuary which will help us explore this world
and come to a better understanding of
dolphin ecology and conservation.
'Soundwaves' is an attempt to deploy a
hydrophone in the estuary, which can receive
dolphin vocalisations and transmit them, in
real time, through the mobile phone network
to the Shannon Dolphin Centre in Kilrush, Co
Clare.

This work is being carried out by Dr Simon
Berrow of the Shannon Dolphin and Wildlife
Foundation and Brian Holmes from the

Hydraulics and Maritime Research Centre, ~
University College, Cork and is funded by Ji

Vodafone. ~
Bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) Ui

make a wide variety of vocalisations from @

echo-location clicks, which are used for Bottlenose dolphin
navigation and finding prey, to whistles, . .. ..

h· h h h b f .. Dlgllal recordmgs from these field tnals have shownw IC are t oug t to e or communlcatmg. .. " . .
. h h h F" Id "I d' h' the Wlde range of vocahsatlons the project WlIIattempt to

Wlt eac ot er. Ie tna s unng t IS . w· f' Id . I '11 . I . d
h 'd "f" d" C" h I transmll. mter Ie tna s Wl mvo ve constructmg ansummer ave I entl Ie a site near amga 0 t . . .. .

h d I h· d d . 550/ f deplo)'lng a SUItable moonng which can Wlthstand thewere 0 p ms were etecte m up to 10 0
. I H b' stormy winter weather, and developing the transmissionacoustlc samp es. owever, am lent or . .

b k d· "II f . and receiving statlons. It is hoped that an operationalac groun nOise - especta y rom snappmg. ..
h . lb' I d system WlII be ready for testmg dunng the summer of

s nmps. - can e qUIte ou . 2004.



How polluted are the Shannon dolphins?
• Sampling has identified a number of pollutants in the dolphins' blubber

Biopsy sampling of bottlenose dolphin using a crossbow.
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By Simon Berrow ~o
The Shannon River is the longest waterway in :E

Ireland, and as it slowly winds its way to the l'
Shannon Estuary and Atlantic Ocean it picks ~
up a wide variety of pollutants from agricultural @
run-off, domestic wastes and industrial
pollutants. Many of these chemicals ultimately
end up in the estuary and can become active in
the food chain. Chemicals that may occur in
concentrations of only parts per billion in water
or sediments accumulate in plants and animals,
concentrating into significant levels in apex
predators such as dolphins, which are at the top
of the food chain.

The Shannon Estuary is a candidate Special
Area of Conservation for bottlenose dolphins
(Tursiops truncatus) and it is essential that the
quality of the habitat is maintained, to ensure
that these dolphins continue to inhabit the
estuary for future generations. Maintaining
water quality and minimising the potential
effect of pollutants is an important part of this
conservation objective. But what are the levels
of pollutants in the dolphins and do they have
any effect on these animals'

We attempted to answer some of these
questions in a recent study of the dolphins in
the Shannon Estuary. Pollutants such as
pesticides, PCBs and other organochlorines
accumulate in the blubber of dolphins, and by
analysing a sample of blubber we can calculate
the concentration of these pollutants in the
dolphin's body.

How do you obtain a

blubber sample?
In some studies, blubber is removed from

dead animals, such as those stranded on the

coast or caught in fishing nets. The number of
bottlenose dolphin strandings or bycatch in
Ireland is few, especially in the Shannon
Estuary. Also, organochlorine concentrations
change after death, so you need fresh samples
to get accurate results. We used biopsy darts to
obtain samples from live animals - an arrow
with a small tip in it is fired from a crossbow at

Deformed bottlenose calf, born in 2003

the dolphin; it removes a small piece of blubber
before bouncing off the animal, and is then
recovered from the water. We sampled eight
dolphins in the estuary using this technique
and analysed these samples for 18
organochlorines.

Do biopsy darts hurt

the dolphin?
Obviously, taking a piece of tissue from a live

dolphin is bound to cause some distress. The
dolphins were monitored before and after a
biopsy was taken and their reaction recorded.
Five of the dolphins exhibited a low reaction
(flinch and fast dive), two a moderate reaction

(all dolphins in group reacted) and one a strong
reaction (breached seven times). The strong
reaction was not expected and photographs
revealed the dolphin had been hit in the dorsal
fin and not on the flank below. However, after
16 minutes even the dolphin that reacted
strongly was back to its pre-biopsy behaviour.

This was the first time biopsy samples were
taken from live cetaceans in Ireland, but we felt
the short -term discomfort the dolphins felt was
worth the huge amount of information gained
from each sample Of the dolphins sampled, six
were males and two female. All dolphins were
adults, none had young calves associated, and
all were photo-identified so we could monitor
the long-term effects of biopsy. The sex was
determined genetically, and is important, as
male dolphins accumulate pollutants
throughout their life while female dolphins pass
on some of their pollutant burden to their
calves both during pregnancy and when
suckling

How polluted are the dolphins?
The results from this study showed that levels

of persistent pollutants are higher in bottlenose
dolphins from the Shannon Estuary compared
to harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) and
common dolphins (Delphinus de/phis) sampled
outside the estuary, but similar to the Atlantic
white-sided dolphins (Lagenorhynchus acutus)

which mass stranded in Co Mayo.
Concentrations were similar to bottlenose

dolphins sampled in Scotland but much lower
than levels reported from the Mediterranean Sea.

Concentrations of PCBs between 50-200 mg
kg-1 wet weight in blubber may put the health of
cetaceans at risk. Levels in this study were much
less than these and are not thought to pose a risk
to health. So the present pollutant levels in the
Shannon Estuary are not thought to be a
significant threat to the bottlenose dolphins. This
is good news, and now we are turning our
attention to other potential threats such as
acoustic disturbance, effects of fishing and fishing
nets, and prey depletion. Only by carrying out
studies such as these will we be able to carry out
good conservation management and ensure we
maintain these important populations for future
generations. •

~ This study was carried out by the Shannon
Dolphin and Wildlife Foundation in collaboration
with the Marine Institute, University of Aberdeen,
Dalhousie University in Canada and the British
Antarctic Survey.The biopsy sampling was carried
out under licence from Duchas (No C 8/2000).

~ The full study has been published in: Berrow,
S.D., McHugh, B., Glynn, D., McGovern, E.,
Parsons, K., Baird, R.W, and Hooker, S.K.
(2002). Organochlorine concentrations in resident
Bottlenose Dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) in the
Shannon Estuary, Ire/and. Marine Pollution
Bulletin 44, 1296-1313.
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dictated by the surf conditions rather than
watching conditions, but, as it turned out,
it's a great place to do both. I watch from a
small promontory known locally as Bailey's
Point, which is at the eastern end of the

strand, barely 10m above sea level. AI, my
surfing boyfriend, watches from the water.
Although a gently sloping sandy beach may
not be the kind of habitat one would be

drawn to when selecting a cetacean
watching spot, the consistency of sightings
for both of us has been surprisingly
frequent.

Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena)

are spotted with great regularity, especially
in the winter months. The best time to visit

is on a rising tide when they can be seen
fishing less than 10m away from the Point.
In July I had a wonderful 45-minute view
of a mother and calf that were so close they
could be heard blowing We have also been
lucky enough to have occasional visits from
bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus)

The surfers often find themselves sharing
their wave with one species or another; the

harbour porpoises keep a healthy distance
of around fifteen metres, while bottlenosed

dolphins have jostled them for waves.
Whilst surfing one overcast Sunday in
September, Al watched as a bottlenose
burst out of the water only three metres
away, cruised along within the oncoming
wave, and breached just as the wave was
about to break - showing him how it's really
done!

It may not be the big species seen on the
south and west coasts, but the reliability
and closeness of these encounters has been

fantastic. Plans are currently in progress to
construct a large offshore wind farm in the
area Hopefully, details of the cetacean
survey that forms pan of the environmental
assessment for this project will be in the
next IWDG News. •

By Louise McAlavey
Our chosen cetacean-watching spot is

Portstewart Strand, a 2.5-mile gently sloping
beach on the north coast in County
Londonderry. The choice was originally

Surf with dolphins - at Portstewart!

Surfing with dolphins

Perhaps the crew were simply unlucky, as
local fishermen and boat-users reported a
number of basking sharks (Cetorhinus

maxim us) in the area during the survey period,
in addition to sightings of several killer whale
(Orcinus orca) pods off Ramore Head, a
breaching minke whale within West Bay,
Portrush, and several further sunfish.
However, the exceptional numbers of harbour
porpoise seen while sailing the area between
Portrush and Tunes Bank most evenings into
early September made up for any
disappointments. While these encounters
confirm for me the rich marine biodiversity of
the north Antrim coast, they have also
highlighted the need for robust sighting and
stranding schemes such as ISCOPE, in order
that each encounter is recorded and will

contribute in a practical way to cetacean
conservation within this region. •

> Gary Burrows, Biodiversity Unit,

Environment and Heritage Service, Northern
Ireland.

By Gary Burrows
Year two of the Seaquest Basking Shark
Project yielded no shark sightings, but the
survey enabled Environment and Heritage
Service and the Ulster Wildlife Trust to

gather much-needed associated data on the
distribution of cetaceans around the Antrim

and Down coasts, regions with a poor track
record for reporting sightings. All sightings
information is passed to both the Centre for
Environmental Data and Recording (Ulster
Museum) and the IWDG.

During week one, the coast from Bangor to
Magilligan was extensively surveyed, with
prevailing winds and decent harbour
porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) sightings
directing our efforts toward the area between
Rathlin and Tunes Bank. We identified Tunes

Bank (a site frequently featured in the media
at the moment due to a contentious proposal
for an offshore windfarm) as supporting large
concentrations of harbour porpoise,
including porpoise calves, and also
encountered occasional oceanic drifters such

as sunfish (Mola mola) here. Negotiating the
myriad of salmon nets around Tunes Bank
actually proved less of a challenge than
interpreting the directions from the salmon
fishermen on the VHFI

During weeks two and three, fresh crews
surveyed the coast between Portrush, Lame,
Bangor and Campbeltown (Scotland),
sighting a juvenile minke whale
(Balaenoptera acutorostrata) off the Maidens
and again numerous harbour porpoise. As in
the first week, line transect surveys were
conducted, gathering information relating to

sightings for location, heading, water depth,
temperature, plankton concentration,
hydrographics, ete. A Passive Acoustic
Detector (POD) was also deployed to enable
identification of cetacean species by their
differing frequencies, each displaying a
distinct 'acoustic fingerprint'.

Hunt for basking sharks finds porpoises a'plenty

Harbour porpoise surfacing, Roaringwater Bay, Co Cork



Humpback whales have an impressive behavioural
repertoire that includes breaching, tail-fluking,
flipper slapping, spy-hopping and lob-tailing, and all
these combine to make them a favourite among
whale-watchers.

They are relatively slow-moving and, as a result,
barnacles and whale lice are often found on their

heads and broad flukes. Distinctive markings on
the underside of the flukes are used to identify
individuals. One such humpback has been photo
identified in each of the last three years since 200 I
in the waters around Galley Head, Co Cork.
Immature humpbacks are inquisitive and may
approach vessels.

At a distance, their broad, bushy blow may be
confused with that of their larger rorqual relatives,
namely sei and fin whales. But at close quarters,
humpback whales are easy to distinguish from
other rorquals, like minke and fin whales, as the
humpback is the only commonly seen large whale
in Ireland that lifts its tail-fluke clear of the water

prior to deep dives. The word 'humpback' refers to
their habit of raising and bending their backs, prior
to diving, accentuating the 'hump' in front of the
dorsal fin.

Typically, sightings in Ireland are of individuals or
groups of three or less. Acoustic studies have
detected this species 'singing' off the west coast of
Ireland, and it has been suggested that they use the
deep waters of the Rockall Trough as a migration
corridor.

Humpbacks have been seen from several Irish
locations, but the majority of sightings come from
a thirty-mile stretch of West Cork coastline.
However, in more recent years there has been an
increase in sightings from counties Wexford and
Waterford, suggesting that the bias in sightings
from Co Cork merely reflects greater observer
effort, and that their true distribution along the
Irish south coast may be more extensive.

The bulk of the humpback's diet comprises krill
and small schooling fish like herring, capelin, sand
eel and mackerel. They use a number of foraging
techniques, including bubble netting, which involves
blowing an underwater curtain of bubbles around
their prey. This concentrates the fish shoal into a
tight ball, before they lunge through their prey on
the surface, engulfing them.This behaviour has been
observed from humpback whales in August and
September 2003 from counties Wexford, Cork and
Clare .•

Humpback Whale
(Megaptera novaeangliae)

Risso's dolphins are not known for their
acrobatic behaviour but we observed

several large breaches. The dolphins then
started to spread out and head south
towards Bray Head. They began'to pick up
speed and as we followed at around six
knots, eight or so more dolphins joined up
with this group. As they continued south
towards Greystones the dolphins surfaced
often; we saw several more breaches and

also what appeared to be 2-3 dolphins
surfacing vertically out of the water
amongst a lot of splashing and movement.

As we approached Greystones Harbour
several dolphins began to move slower and
approached to within 10m of our boat; one
swam under the boat, surfacing 2m off our
port side. Very soon after this, the group
accelerated away from us and were soon
500-600m south of us. As we motored

back to Bray we observed 7-8 dolphins
moving in the same direction, roughly a
mile to our east. As we approached Bray we
could see them at the northern end of

Killiney Bay; they eventually moved out to
sea past Dalkey Island.

These dolphins proved to be one of the
highlights of the summers watching on the
east coast and hopefully some of our
images will enable us to individually
identify these animals if they appear again
next summer - here's looking forward to
their returnl •

Killer whale adult, showing diagnostic tall
5-6ft dorsal fin

ahead than seemed possible. We had them in
view for about five minutes as they moved away
towards Tory, passing fairly close inshore along
the south coast until we gradually lost sight of
them in the glimmer and the waves.

What stays with you is the size and speed, the
power. You know in theory that these are 'big'
animals, but when you see them like this, against
a background that gives some idea of scale, you
realise just how big 'big' can be. And they were
fast' Here we were, hoping for maybe a harbour
porpoise, and we saw killer whales - 10 miles
from the front door! This was very exciting stuff
for someone who went to Cape Cod on a whale
watching trip and saw nothing. Thanks again,
Ownie! •

Risso's dolphins off Killiney,July 2003

By Nick Channon

Following regular sightings of Risso's
dolphins (Grampus griseus) along the
Wicklow coastline, we decided to take a boat

out and try to get some photo-identification
shots of them in July. On leaving Bray
Harbour the dolphins were quickly sighted,
their tall dark dorsal fins easily spotted
against the grey sea under complete cloud
cover. We headed out for a closer look and
for the next 30 minutes or so we watched

seven Risso's dolphins at distances of
between 30m and 150m from the boat. We

concluded that they were chasing schooling
fish as they stayed in a compact group,

moving determinedly in very definite
directions. One large dolphin appeared
between our boat and the group, staying a
distance from us.

Killer thriller
By Sandy Alcorn

On 20th September, we were on the Tory
ferry, about 7-8km from Magheraroarty on
the northwest coast of Donegal. It was a
sunny afternoon, not too windy, and we'd in'

"8
just been chatting to Ownie, one of the .r=

crew, about our chances of seeing anything. ~

Ten minutes later and we were sitting on ~
deck, nattering, when Ownie comes over ~
and says "You're not doing your duty!" @

"Whaddya mean?" says 1. "There's a couple
of whales over there!" he says, pointing to
Keelasbeg Sound, between Inishdooey and
Inishbeg islands. We rushed to the rails and
scanned the sea, and sure enough, there
they were, about 2km from the boat, these
two huge fins cutting through the water.
One of them was enormous - the fin

looked as tall as the sail of a dinghy. Then
we saw flashes of white as they broke the
surface - killer whales!

There was a lot of squealing and sharing
of binoculars. There may have been more
than two, but that's all we could be sure of.

It was hard to keep track of them as they
were moving away from us, and they were
fast. Each time they went under, I looked
ahead to where I thought they'd come up
again, but they always surfaced far further

Breaches off Bray Head!
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Humpback whale lunge-feeding,West Cork, September 2003 (©William Helps).

The humpback 'Boomerang', identified by his tail-fluke scars, returned again in 2003.

We also need to consider the range of
oceanographic forces such as plankton and
hydrographic fronts, upwellings, water
temperature and traditional spawning
grounds, and all these variables are in a
constant state of flux. As they shift from year
to year, so too do our observations, as no two
whale-watching seasons are ever exactly alike.

There are, for instance, significant temporal
variations in the arrival of fin whales along the
Cork coast. In earlier years they appeared in
the third week in June, while in more recent
years they appeared in September. In the
years they arrived inJune, they started leaving
around December, but when they arrived in
September, they w~re gone by late November.
Interestingly, the years that large aggregations
of fin whales (15-20) were seen coincide with

the years they stayed the longest, arriving
early and leaving late. Obviously there was
much of interest to attract and hold them in
the area.

It's now clear that Co Cork has no

monopoly on this activity, as sightings of fin
and humpback whales from Wexford and
Waterford are on the increase. Yes, it's likely
that this reflects increased observer effort, but

leaves us wondering how many other coastal
areas large whales are passing through on a
regular basis .... undetected.

To help us address some of these issues, we
embarked on the Cork Big Whale Project in

2003 with support from the Heritage Council, ~
Marine Institute and Failte Ireland. The ~
project brought together specialists from a ~
range of disciplines, where possible drawing @

on the existing knowledge pool within the
IWDG. The main survey platform was the
Holly )0, skippered by local whalewatch
charter operator, Colin Barnes.

The project concentrated on the waters
from Cape Clear Island, offshore to about
twenty miles and east towards the Old Head
of Kinsale. The thinking was simple enough,
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as the majority of large whale sightings are
from this area, so this was where we were

most likely to locate them. In order to help
swing the odds in our favour we started each
survey week with an aerial survey along West
Cork to help us narrow the search parameters.
Our platform for this was Erin Air's four-seater
Cessna operating out of Bantry Terminals.

Rather than adapting a standard transect
methodology we opted to concentrate on
locating whales and then sampling the water
in that immediate area. We chose three weeks,

July 5-11th, September 27th to October 3rd,
and November 17-21st, all of which are

historically good times for observations of fin
and humpback whales in West Cork.

By July, we felt from the absence of large
whale sightings that 2003, as with 2001 and
2002, was destined to be a late year. This was
confirmed when the first aerial survey along
the contours of the front that lay thirty miles
offshore, a transect between West Cork and
Waterford, failed to produce any whales.
Finally, off Hook Head, we observed bushy
blows from three large whales in the distance.
Alas, they dived as we approached the area
and despite circling for half an hour, at an
altitude of 1,000ft, they failed to reappear.
Given the calm sea, and with three observers

watching hard, it is unlikely we missed them,
and on the basis of the length of clive time, we
concluded these were sperm whales (Physeter

macrocephalus). Not quite what we had in
mind, but interesting to see them nonetheless.
The return transect also failed to produce any
large whales, although we did have wonderful
views of two minke whales (Balaenoptera

acutorostrata) feeding among gannets in
Roaringwater Bay,but again, minkes were not
what we were after.

The aerial survey set the scene for the week
ahead, during which the poor weather limited
our time at sea to two days. Each day required
a complement of twelve personnel, with
Cillian Roden taking charge of the plankton
sampling and analysis, Geoff Oliver recording
seabirds and associations, and Simon Berrow

coordinating tasks ranging from whale
watching rosters, photo-ID, water sampling
and environmental data collection, acoustic

monitoring, and yes, even mackerel jigging.
The latter, I suspect, was a clever ploy to
reduce the food bill for the team staying at
Galley Head lighthouse. the term "scientific
whaling" sprung to mind!

Our two days at sea produced only harbour
porpoises (phocoena phocoena) and minke
whales. This lack of blubber left us with little

_____ ~r
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Marine Safety Working Group
AIM

Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources

In an emergency, call 999 or 112
and ask for the Coast Guard

OBJECTIVES
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promote accident prevention procrammes
• Toestablish c.ause and trends in accidents at sea

• To develop accident prevention procrammes

• To measure effectiveness of prevention procrammes

• Toprovide a coordinated approach to the dissemination of safety information in response to
individual enquiries

To use its collective expertise and experience to create and communicate marine safety information
and messaees to endeavour to reduce accidents and to prevent the loss of life in Irish Waters.

Before going
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and get training
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Fin whale surfaces, showing diagnostic white lower right jaw,West Cork, September 2003

coffee never tasted so goodl This new information, combined with our
With the fieldwork complete and the better understanding of their ecology, status

numbers crunched, we hope to verify the and habitat requirements, will hopefully
hypothesis that these whales are feeding in ensure the return of these leviathans to our
areas of upwelling or hydrographic fronts. waters in years to come .•

Visit the Marine Safety Working
Group (MSWG) website at

www.safetyonthewater.ie

option but to proceed with sampling as
many waypoints as possible in the study area.
At each waypoint, equipment was deployed to
measure water temperature, salinity and
dissolved oxygen, while plankton hauls
collected phyto- and zooplankton. Spot counts
were carried out for seabirds and all on board

deployed to the four corners of the Holly}o to l;

complete their assigned tasks, while the whale g
~

observers kept their eyes peeled and cameras .~
trained waiting for that all too elusive blow. ~~

The situation for the September survey was @
thankfully a very different one. The trickle of
reports of fin/sei and humpback whales since
late August had become a steady stream.
Surprisingly, our four-hour aerial survey
between Cape Clear and the Old Head failed to
produce a single whale, but the twelve contacts
with harbour porpoise and dolphins suggested
that there was at least enough food in the
area to attract the larger species.

The following morning, 90 minutes out
of port, we found ourselves in the company
of an old friend, a humpback whale
nicknamed Boomerang, first photo
identified in 2001. Images of it taken on
August 25th 2002 have featured in IWDG
publications. This is the third consecutive
year the IWDG have monitored this
humpback returning to the same area
between Galley Head and the Stags in the
August/September period. On day one we
had 14 contacts with three species: harbour
porpoise, minke and humpback whales.

Day two was as hectic. With continuing
fair conditions, we headed east towards the
Old Head to follow up on reports of large
whale activity. By close of day we had
recorded five species, adding common
dolphins (Delphinus delphis) and bottlenose
dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) and what we
are confident was a sei whale (Balaenoptera

borealis), bringing our tally to six species.
On day three we added fin whales, as we
encountered a group of four, several miles
south of Ardfield, while earlier in the day we
had another three-hour encounter with

Boomerang, who continued to show
incredible "site loyalty" to the box around
eight miles south of the Stags. By week's end
we had added Risso's dolphins (Grampus

griseus) to the list, bringing the species
diversity to seven, or eight if you think we
can tell a sei apart from a fin whale in poor
light.

With the November survey still to be
carried out, we hope to see an increase in
the number of individual fin and humpback
whales in the area, but as always this is
entirely weather-dependent. As I write,
strong southerly gales have blown
throughout the first week in November and
we've temporarily lost track of them. But the
omens are good. On the week leading up to
the October bank holiday weekend, I was
fortunate enough to see fin whales from my
kitchen, blowing in Rosscarbery Bay on
three consecutive days as I was brewing
coffee in the morning.. believe me,

=r> •••••••••••••



Dublin-Holyhead Survey
May- November 2003

Dublin-Cherbourg Survey
May-October 2003
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Holyhead route
We have also enjoyed a wonderful year

surveying with Irish Ferries on board the M.V
Ulysses on their route from Dublin to
Holyhead. So far, we have seen four species of
cetacean: harbour porpoise (Phocoena

phocoena), common dolphin (Delphinus

delphis), bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops

truncatus) and minke whale. These are species
which we would expect to encounter in this
area of the Irish Sea. What we do not know at

this stage is if these sightings represent
seasonal appearances or if the environmental
factors that we encounter each time we

survey dictate whether we see them or not. .
only time will tell

Surprises during our surveys are almost
enti rely to do with the behaviour of cetaceans
reacting to the presence of a very large and
fast ship. We have seen common dolphins
approaching and bow-riding the ship and yet
some minke whales seem unaware of us until

we are almost on top of them. On some of the
surveys we have encountered dolphins and
porpoise that have left it to the very last
second to move out of the way, suggesting
they are familiar enough with large ships to
be able to judge what is a safe distance.

We are now two surveys into our second
year and have seen both common dolphin
and porpoise. With calm enough conditions
during our winter surveys we continue to
build a better picture of cetacean movements
in a very busy shipping route .•

forward to another great year in 2004. Once
again, I thank all the officers and crew of the
M.V European Ambassador for their fantastic

_friendliness and help during our time on
board.
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Common dolphin

Cherbourg route
The summer months saw an abundance of

sightings on P&O's Dublin to Cherbourg
route. May heralded a good stan to the
summer season as both a minke whale

(Balaenoptera aCLltorostrata) and a larger
baleen whale (possibly a fin whale) were
sighted. The big story of the summer in the
Irish Sea were the Risso's dolphins (Grampus

griseus) which took up residence off the
Wicklow coast (see Nick Channon's article in

this issue) and were spotted during our June
survey.

Glassy August seas saw a mix of dense fog
and ideal watching conditions. !L also saw the
first of the wind turbines for the new Arklow

Bank windfarm make its appearance.
Turbines were nothing, however, in
comparison to the spectacle put on by a
breaching minke whale off the Wexford coast.
This animal breached ... and breached ... and

breached some more. It kept going long after
we had passed and until its breaching was
just a splash on the horizon... absolutely
fantastic! Just when we thought it couldn't get
belter, a group of Atlantic white-sided
dolphins (Lagenorhynchus aCLltus) crossed our
bow.. a first for these surveys. As we
approached Cherbourg we got our first
sighting of a cetacean in French waters when
a single animal appeared off Alderney and re
appeared off our bow on the return journey.

October saw another first for these surveys
with our first all-girl survey team, led by Ruth
Leeney along with Fiona Leap and Suzanne
Burns. All in all, a great summer and one
which really added weight to our tentative
predictions of where the most important
cetacean areas in these waters are. We look
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Whale-watching boat, Newfoundland

Just my luck, arriving in Newfoundland in
October. Humpback whales (Megaptera

novaeangliae) abound from May to September
at headlands or are observed from a growing
boat-based whale-watching industry centred
on the Avalon peninsula near St John's. In the
absence of whales, I sought out people active
in whale research and tourism to look for

opportunities for co-operation with Ireland,
and to get an idea of the impact of boat tours
and whale-watching on humpbacks.

Dr Jon Lien, director of the Whale Research
Group at Memorial University, has worked on
whale management and fisheries bycatch
issues for over thirty years since he started a
programme in Newfoundland to release
humpbacks that were caught in cod traps and
nets. Up to 300 whales per year were released
before the cod fishery collapsed - now the
numbers are down to fifty a year.

Bycatch is not the main problem for these
animals now - they are being loved to death.
In 2000, Lien noted that in Witless Bay near St
John's, 90% of a whale's time is spent
accompanied by a whale-watching boat,
resulting in concerns that tourism activities are
affecting the whales' behaviour. Claudio
Corbelli, a PhD student, has been monitoring
the impact of whale-watching, using data
loggers to study the whales' diving depth and
movements in the vicinity of tour vessels, and
so assess the impact of vessels on whale

O'Brien's Tour Boats bookings office

behaviour. The reputable whale-watch
operators have now adopted a coae of conduct
to minimise disturbance.

O'Brien's Tour Boats is one of the larger
whale-watching operations in Newfoundland.
Originally cod fishermen, the O'Briens started
by bringing people out to see puffins,
following the decline of cod fishing in the '80s.
Newfoundland now has 52 whale-watching
operators, with an average of five employees,
and a season from May to the end of
September. O'Brien's have two tour boats and a
marine interpretation centre, employing 40
people.

"We are careful around the whales; we don't
chase them, and we find they come over to us
and often play near the boat or breach nearby,"
says Joe O'Brien, the managing director. Last
year, they had 55 positive identifications of
humpbacks from tail photographs. Joe's
attitude towards whales has changed: "A whale
in the water is worth a million bucks."

Opportunity knocks
The development of whale-watching in

Newfoundland is supported by the Atlantic
Canada Opportunities Association and by
Human Resources Development Canada
through prioritising the development of
sustainable tourism infrastructure and

activities. Both organisations recognise that
tourism offers a foundation for community
based development and job creation, and re
training has been provided for fishermen
unemployed after the cod collapse.

Operators were supported to visit whale
watching industries elsewhere, and a two year
training programme was developed for marine
tourism. New job opportunities arose for
emigrants from Newfoundland, and in 2001
the industry was worth over US $20 million.

While in Stjohn's, I also met Keith Stoodley
of Lotek, a company making tags for fish and
marine mammals. One current project uses
satellite tags to track leatherback turtles after
they leave Costa Rica and circumnavigate the
North Atlantic via Newfoundland and Ireland.

It didn't take a great leap of imagination to
think of humpbacks or fin whales being tagged
in Irish waters. The scientific and public
educational value of the first satellite-tagged
whale in Ireland's whale and dolphin sanctuary
- could this be a winner' •

~ Shay Fennelly's visit was supported by the

Ireland Newfoundland partnership.
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Scenes from the fin whale stranding at Belgooley Creek, Cork, in July 2003.

At mid-day onJuly 15th, the IWDG received
a call that a minke whale had live-stranded in

the Oysterhaven area in Co Cork that
morning. On arrival at the site around 14:30,
it was clear from the whale's length, shading
and chevrons that it was in fact a fin whale

(Balaenoptera physalus).

Although initially stranded and on its side
in Belgooley Creek's shallow banks, the
whale had sufficient strength to upright
itself. When it found the deep channel, it was
capable of swimming strongly. At 16:00 the
whale became extremely agitated and spent a
number of minutes thrashing its tail-fluke
violently. The potential for injury, or worse,
to those in close proximity was obvious, and
all personnel on the water came ashore
immediately.

We watched in awe as the whale's powerful

thrashing flukes showered observers (and
cameras) on the shore with estuarine water,

vegetation, debris and even rocks. This
situation provided much food for thought
regarding the wisdom, or otherwise, of
onlookers and well-intentioned "rescuers"

getting too close to large live-stranded
whales.

Observations of the whale became very
difficult once the tide started filling the
estuary. By high tide at 20:00 there was no
access to the area and in failing light and
disimproving weather it was decided that
little could be done for the animal.

By the following morning it was clear the
whale had remained in the estuary
overnight, and at mid-day we received the
first confirmed report that the whale had
expired. Its death gave us an opportunity to
measure the ll-metre (37ft) specimen and
record its diagnostic features. Blubber and
skin samples were taken by UCC for
analysis. Due to the inaccessible nature of the
site, Cork County Council buried the carcass
on site.

Despite the media's insistence on

presenting this as a "feel-good" story, the
writing was always on the wall. Once this
stricken whale swam into Belgooley Creek, it
was never likely to see open ocean again. The
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unfortunate reality is that large whales, even
if in healthy condition, are as a result of their

size and potential to inflict injury, largely
beyond rescue .•

EU tackles

bycatch issue
Regulation of cetacean bycatch for
discussion at State and EU level

By Dove Wall
In July, the European Commission
introduced a proposal for a Council
regulation laying down measures to tackle
the problem of cetacean bycatch in some EU
fisheries. The regulation comes in the wake
of similar measures introduced by the UK
Government earlier this year. The draft
regulation identifies gill nets and pelagic
trawls as the most problematic fisheries.
Immediate restrictions on gill-net fisheries in
the Baltic Sea are proposed in order to
protect the critically endangered Baltic
harbour porpoise population.

Proposed bycatch mitigation measures
include recommendations for the mandatory
use of acoustic deterrents (pingers) in all gill
net fisheries with a significant bycatch
problem. The commission also recommends
a monitoring system to measure bycatch in
high-risk pelagic trawl and gill-net fisheries.
The proposal is for 5-10% of the total fishing
effort in these fisheries to be monitored

either by on-board observers or observer
vessels.

Alongside these regulations the EU
proposes that scientific research be
conducted into the effectiveness of pingers,
as well as into developing new mitigation
methods. Finally, the proposal states the
need for each EU state to ensure it

implements full and proper surveillance of
the conservation status of cetaceans in their

waters as provided for in the EU Habitats
Directive.

The regulation proposals are a welcome
first step in tackling the bycatch issue, which
has become the number one threat to

cetaceans in EU waters. The problem is one
which affects the Irish fishing industry as
trials conducted by UCC have identified high
porpoise bycatch in set gill nets, and BIM
and the Marine Institute have recorded

significant levels of dolphin bycatch in
pelagic paired trawls for tuna. These results

are backed up by anecdotal evidence from
fishermen around the coast who have

reported significant bycatch of dolphins as
well as occasional bycatch of pilot whales
and larger whale species.

At the moment, the regulation represents a
first move towards tackling a long-ignored
problem. The EO's past attempts at cetacean
bycatch regulation have been dubious, to say
the least The famous (or infamous 

depending on your point of view) tuna
driftnet ban was replaced by pair trawling for
tuna, a method with a bycatch level as high
as the driftnet fishery. Paired trawling has
been no boon to the fishing industry either,
with albacore tuna catches much reduced

from their drift-netting heyday.
The regulation proposal still has to make

its way through the debating chambers of
Brussels, and we wait to see what is left after

EU fisheries ministers have finished playing
politics with it

Meanwhile, at home, the IWDG was

approached by Deputy Eamon Ryan of the
Green Party regarding adding an amendment
to the Fisheries Amendment Bill under

discussion in the Dail. Deputy Ryan
subsequently put forward an amendment
which suggested mitigation measures
towards reducing small cetacean bycatch in
Irish fisheries. The amendment was

subsequently withdrawn after the Minister
for State, John Browne, indicated the Irish

Government would probably not regulate on
the matter before the new EU Regulations
were finalised The Minister for State did

promise to revisit the issue before the Report
Stage of the bill. •
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Fig 2. Cetacean sighting rate per month, 1999·2003
Four years and 181 land-based whale watches later from the Old Head of

2.50-

Kinsale, this site must surely be one of the most intensively whale- ~
watched headlands in Europe. Alas, all good things must come to an end. 2.00-

Having moved further into West Cork, I am now concentrating my watch

·s

effort at Galley Head. This is a good opportunity to present a synopsis of

g1.50-

my findings from the Old Head. The objectives of my watches were:

•.r- ..11. 10-"-
-

~
To record the presence or absence of cetaceans

t
1.00-

To identify, where possible, all cetaceans to species level

-.- -~
0.50-V

11~
To establish best high-low estimates (Jl

~
To record any relevant behavioural and environmental data. 0.0

During the study periodjune 1999-May 2003 a minimum of one watch

J••fobM••A,••M.yJu.JulAu.S••I>ctN••D.c

was conducted per month, in all but three of 48 months, with a mean of

Fig 3. Harbour Porpoise 3·yr effort corrected encounter rate
four watches per month.

Harbour porpoises were present throughout the year at the Old Head. Sightings

Eight species were identified: harbour porpoise, common dolphin,

show a peak between July-September, with a drop in sightings between April-June.

bottlenose dolphin, Risso's dolphin, minke whale, humpback whale, sei whale and fin whale. Their frequency, in terms of the % of watches in
1•••••which they were observed, is shown in the pie chart (Figure 1).

A minimum of one species was recorded on 153 of 180 watches (85%).
.~

1••••.

I""

Four species were identified on nine watches (5%) - and of these, 75%

1.2'"
:zwere in November and December. The maximum species diversityg

1.0'"
11:I

recorded was five species during a watch in October 1999.
•.0.••••

Figure 2 summarises the encounter rates or the % of watches per month

11.•
in which cetaceans were observed. These range from 50% in May to 100%

t0••••• -in August, October, November, December and january In the period
0.•••.

m n _ t""Ilftft(Jl
-

April-june, I was half as likely to observe cetaceans as compared to the 0.2'"

October-january period.
0.0,.

The seasonal distribution of harbour porpoise, common dolphin,
J ••F••...."".".yJ ••JulAu,•••OctNovD.c

minke whale and fin whale at the Old Head of Kinsale during the study Fig 4. Common Dolphin 3-yr effort corrected encounter rateperiod is illustrated in Figures 3, 4, 5 and 6. Common dolphins showed both a strong peak in winter sightings betweenNovember-January, and an increase in group sizes, which was likely to correspondwith inshore movements of herring and other fish species.
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Fig 5. Minke Whale 3·yr effort corrected encounter rate

Minke whales were the only species observed whose seasonal distributionshowed an annual summer peak.
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Fig 1. Percentage of watches each species was observed
Fig 6. Fin Whale 3-yr effort corrected encounter rate

Fin whales were generally first observed in June, with a steady increase insightings through autumn, peaking in November-December. Their sightingsfrequently coincided with humpback whale encounters in these months.
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ing for information
on the Environment?

~\J .

~~nFO may have the answer!

there are now 7 easy ways to make contact with Enfo'

I. Write to: Enfo,17,St Andrew Street, Dublin 2

2. Telephone: 01-888 3910 or 1890 200 191 (local)
3. Fax: 01-888 3946

4. E.mall: info@enfo.le

S. Website: www.enfo.le

6. Visit: The drop-in centre at 17,St.Andrew Street,

Dublin 2 (off Dame Street) and see the exhibition,visit the

children's comer, see environmental videos and access the

library's database and internet facilities

7. Check out: The Enfd information stands at your local

Authority office or County/City Library

"---

A BALANCED PERSPECTIVE.



• IWDG contacts around the coast

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

IWDG
The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group

Map inset:
Humpback whale
off Seven Heads,

Co Corl< (@ Padraig Whooley)

Declan O'Donnell
087-2646452
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LATEST PuBLICATIONS

A review of the CAP Rural Development Plan 2000-2006:
implications for natural heritage

Human Remains in Irish Archaeology
Jerry O'Sullivan and Jim Killgore

The study is intended to provide a practical appre

ciation of the workings of the Rural Development
Plan in so far as it affects natural heritage values.

It is also meant to assist the Heritage Council and

other parties to contribute meaningfully to the
deliberations of the monitoring committee and the
mid-term review of the Plan.

The focus of this report is very much on pastoral

farming systems, and the contribution these sys
tems make to the maintenance of the natural her

itage interest of the Irish countryside.

Published February 2003, paperback, 60pp.
ISBN 1 90113743 0
€15.00

This booklet is based on a much larger study conduct
ed on human remains in Irish archaeology which was
commissioned by the Heritage Council.

The study was carried out by Glasgow University
Archaeological Research Division with assistance from
the Law Department, NUl Cork. Given the increase in
archaeological investigations of burial grounds in
recent years, as well as the re-development of dis-used
churches, this publication arrives at some conclusions
about best practice in this important aspect of Irish
archaeology. The booklet deals with planning issues
and site assessment, archaeological excavation, post-excavation analysis and
reporting, as well as the issue of the curation or re-burial of human remains.

The booklet is intended for professionals working in the areas of planning, devel
opment and archaeology as well as members of the clergy and public.

Heritage Conservation Plan 2:
Bere Island, County Cork

Published August 2003, paperback, 24 pp
ISBM 1 901137 627.
€10.00

For funher information visit our website www.heritagecouncil ie
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A Wexford farmstead:

the conservation of an 18th-century farmstead at Mayglass

Mayglass Farmstead in County
Wexford was built in the early
years of the 18th century. Always
a family home, it remained so
until its last inhabitant, Seamus
Kirwan, died in the mid-1990s.
This mud-built home, with its

associated outbuildings, has
been recognised as an important
representative of Ireland's ver
nacular building tradition 
examples of which are now disap
pearing rapidly from the country

side. Without 20th-centu,'y
amenities and retaining 50 many

of its original features, such as the hearth canopy and wall oven, the farmstead
also contains numerous artefacts and pieces of furniture that recall life in Ireland

since the beginning of the 1700s.
Mounting the first project of its kind ever undertaken in Ireland, the Heritage
Council has succeeded in conserving this special place using traditional skills such
as thatching and mud-wall construction. With assistance from the European
Union and its Raphael Programme, the conservation team also achieved another
important goal in proving that modern techniques could be used in such a con
servation project.
This book tells the story of Mayglass and its former occupants as it outlines the
crucial conservation work ofthe Heritage Council. Of special interest to architects
and folklorists, the book will also appeal to everyone who cares about Ireland's

tradition of vernacular buildings and their importance to the country's heritage.

Published November 2003, 144pp, 100 photographs, maps and diagrams.
ISBN 1901137600

€30.00

The Bere Island Conservation Plan is the result of

a number of years' work and cooperation between

the Bere Island inhabitants, Cork County Council

and the Heritage Council and arose from the

islanders' concern to ensure the long-term survival

of their island's unique features. The heritage of

Bere Island comprises both the diverse natural

habitats and historic buildings found on the island
and the lifestyle and traditions valued by the

islanders. It was required that the Conservation

Plan balance the needs of heritage conservation
and the sustainable development of the island,

taking into account the environmental, social and

economic aspects of future developments.

The industrial town of Portlaw in County

Waterford has seen many changes over the years.

Originally a designed industrial complex with

enlightened social values that reflected interna
tional trends of the time, its fortunes have

declined, grown and declined again, to the point
where its international importance almost disap

peared amidst its decaying buildings.

In commissioning this Conservation Plan, the

Heritage Council, Waterford County Council, the

Department of the Environment, Heritage and
Local Government, and the local community have

once again established the undoubted significance
of Portlaw. The implementation of its policies pro

vides an enormous challenge to all. Through the vision contained in the Plan, and

the determination to follow through with these policies, Portlaw will once again

be set on a course that will reveal its importance to the wider community and
secure a sustainable future.

Heritage Conservation PLan 3:
Portlaw, County Waterford

Published 2003, paperback, 35pp, colour illustrations.
ISBN 1 90113748 1
€15.00

Published 2003, paperback, 95pp, illustrated.
ISBN 1901137503

€15.00

or call 056 7770777


