
ffort pays off i the h Sea
As Dubliners enjoyed the balmy days
of June, whalewatchers along the Irish
east coast were rewarded with some
fabulous encounters with a rich
variety of cetaceans.

Charlie Kavanagh was the first to
see the returning Risso's dolphins
(Grampus griseus) on June 2nd while
angling off Greystones in Co Wicklow.
As in previous years, it would appear
that these animals took up residency
between Wicklow and Dalkey, and a
variety of siptlngs have- een
reported to the IWDG.

Four days later, Jim Corbett
encountered a slightly larger animal
whilst on board his 33ft yacht Sirius.
He describes the encounter ...

"The heaving deck of a small yacht
may not seem like the ideal pJatform
from which to view any marine life, as'
the horizon is often obscured.
waves and spray. However, sailors
know that we see more than our
share!
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seemed about S to 10 metres high.
This whale was big. It was headed
south and did not re-appear.

I have since learned that its colour,
size and tight, visible blow is
characteristic of the fin whale
(Balaenoptera physalus):'

EDITOR'S NOTE: Interestingly, a large
whale (possibly the same animal) was
sighted only a few hours later by IWDG
director Fiacc 6 Brolchain who was also
on passage b rom the Isle of Man in
roughly the same location.

Hot on the heels of Jim Corbett's
sitflting on June 6th came a spate of
minke w Ie sightings quite close to

ublin coast. On June 9th,
ornithologists on Rockabill
were treated to good views of several
cetacean species, as Oscar Herne

rts ...

"Stephen ewt f
Ireland) and I were on Ro
8th·12th June, a in
conditions of light and g

ing of 9th June, while looki

(probably bottlenose (Tursiops
truncatus)), and there were two
harbour porpoises (Phocoena
phocoena) around earlier in the day.
Not much sign of fish shoals/feeding
seabirds between then and Sunday.
Conditions were again excellent right
through Saturday, but no sign of
whales or porpoises, though one
bottlenose dolphin appeared in the
evening (seen by Julie Roe)."

The IWDG then received a report
two large whales observed by

W~sle Bellw 'Ie angling off the Baily,
ea , atllrday t8th June,

just one mile out from th~hthouse.

The description of fast-movi~ whaleswhich were 30-60ft in jength - with a
powerful blow on surfacing, and a
dorsal fin s
the--- blow appeared, is a
description of a fift whale - the
~econd.large nimal on earth.

Finally, Dave Wall reports from t
June survey on the Irish Ferries MV
Isle 0(. I· ace e -between

'aft aD embroke ...



Letter from the Secretary
Between several public talks, presenting at the ESAI's ENVIRON 2005

colloquium at Sligo IT, manning stands at two major RDS
exhibitions, attending festivals, delivering training workshops to
both public and agency staff, and our May blitz of the north and
northwest, I guess you could say we've been kept busy since Issue
No 26 of IWDG News.

This high level of activity is of course made possible by the
continued support of our ISCOPE partners: the Heritage Council,
Department of EnvironmentlNPWS, the Marine Institute, and the
Northern Ireland Environment and Heritage Service. We have also
in recent months forged new links with the Department of the
Marine and look forward to working closely with them and the

NPWS on incorporating a proposed whalewatching code of conduct into the vessel licensing
agreement, and the development of an Irish whalewatch operators training course, designed
for new entrants to this developing tourism niche (see page 4).

IWDG membership currently stands at 770. Some people express surprise that our
membership is not bigger, but this number accurately reflects those who pay subs to IWDG
Our target of 1,000 IWDG members should be attainable within the next two years, which
is indicative of how far we've come since going down the membership route. We appreciate
that the present method of membership payment is tedious and are looking at streamlining
the process by introducing a "standing order" and credit card payment facility with our bank.
Mick O'Connell will keep you posted on developments.

You will have noticed that we've sorted our technical issues with group emails, and we plan

to continue sending you regular bulletins, as long as you want them. On top of this, we will
continue sending reports to county members as and when newsworthy sightings and
strandings occur locally. Please advise us if you no longer wish to receive these reports and
we'll remove you from our list. Likewise, please remember to inform us of any change of
email details.

We can now confirm the final details for Whale Watch Ireland 2005, which this year will

be held on Sunday 31st July, between 14:00-17:00 hours (see details in table below). We are
again delighted that Inis Fragrances are in a position to sponsor this all-Ireland event. We are
adding two new watch sites - these are Bloody Bridge, Co Down, and Ram Head, Ardmore,
Co Waterford. We are planning an ad campaign on national radio to promote this event and
will be expecting a record turnout. So if you are free, why not make yourself known to your
local co-ordinator and offer your services on the day.

Finally we'd like to thank the following who have really made a difference in the past year:
Andrew Malcolm &: Ann Trimble (Waterford), Gary Burrows (Antrim), Nick &: Suzanne
Massett (Kerry) and Andrew Speer (Donegal). And a huge thanks to those of you who have
contributed to our combined understanding of cetaceans in Ireland by sitting on cliff tops
doing "effort watches," reporting casual sightings and strandings, or organising local talks or
workshops. You know who you are ... take a bow.

Padraig Whooley

Please contact me on padraig.whooley@iwdg.ie or phone (023) 31911 if you've any queries
regarding IWDG events or whalewatching courses on Cape Clear Island. Mick O'Connell can
be contacted on mick.oconnell@iwdg.ie concerning membership matters.

Whale Watch Ireland 2005
Whale Watch Ireland takes place this year on Sunday 31st July between 2:00-5:00pm. This annual,
all-Ireland event organised by the Irish Whale & Dolphin Group is free and open to all. All whale
watches are land-based, from the sites below, and will be led by experienced IWDG personnel.
There are no boat trips involved, and there are of course no guarantees that you will see whales
or dolphins. You should bring binoculars or a spotting telescope and dress appropriately for
outdoor conditions.

location CountyWatch leaderContact

iIIiney

DublinNick Channon087-9947484
Hook Head

WexfordFaith Wilson087-637 7328
Ram Head, Ardmore

WaterfordAndrew Malcolm(058) 54610
Galley Head

CorkPadraig Whooley(023) 31911
Brandon Point

KerryMick O'Connell087-6328106

Loop Head

ClareSimon Berrow086-854 5450

Mullaghmore Head
SligoMiriam Crowley(071) 913 4950

Ramore Head
AntrimJim Allen(028) 7034 4083

Whitehead
AntrimIan Enlander(028) 9337 2724

Bloody Bridge

DownLouise McAlavey(028) 9049 3206



Shannon Dolphin & Wildlife Foundation,
Kilrush, Co Gore.

Regulation of whalewatching
By Simon Berrow

The IWDG has been promoting whale and
dolphinwatching in Ireland since 1993 when it
initiated the Shannon Dolphin Study in the
Shannon Estuary. Despite huge potential, the
development of whalewatching (defined by the
International Whaling Commission as any
commercial enterprise which provides for the
public to see cetaceans in their natural
environment) outside of the Shannon Estuary
has been very slow.

In 2001, a new operator started offering
whalewatching in West Cork. Colin Barnes had
been fishing the area for 30 years and, on
leaving fishing, bought a vessel for angling,
diving and whalewatching. Since 2003, after
two very successful years watching porpoises
(phocoena phocoena), dolphins, minke
(Balaenoptera acutomstrata), fin (Balaenoptera

physalus) and humpback whales (Megaptera

novaeangliae), wha1ewatching is now his main
focus. Such is the rise in interest in this activity
that a new operator will also start
whalewatching in the same area in 2005. Once
again, the IWDG has been fully supportive of
this new and exciting initiative, but only if the
necessary frameworks are in place to ensure
whalewatching is responsible and enhances
conservation objectives.

In order to articulate the IWDG position on
whalewatching and outline the frameworks to
be considered, the IWDG published a

Going dolphinwatching from Union Hall
during Miol M6r 2004 © Graham Johnston.

whalewatching policy document in October
2004 (see hllp://www.iwdg.ie
/whalewatching). The timing of this document
was opportune as Bord Iascaigh Mhara (ElM)
through their 'Inshore Diversification
Programme' are encouraging fishermen to stop
fishing and switch to other activities including

marine tourism. To date, over €670,000 has
been allocated to 12 new marine tourism
vessels.

In March 2005, a senior marine surveyor at
the Department of Communications, Marine
and Natural Resources (DCMNR) in Cork

sought the assistance of the IWDG. He was
concerned about the number of applications
received requesting passenger licences for

whale and dolphinwatching vessels. Although
marine safety is the inspectorate's main
responsibility, concern was expressed at the
impact these vessels, if licensed, might have on
the whales.

In order to address this issue, the IWDG

organised a meeting between the DCMNR,
IWDG and National Parks and Wildlife Service

(NPWS) to discuss the possibility of
incorporating regulations and guidelines into
the DCMNR licence. The NPWS fully endorsed
the IWDG recommendations outlined in the

policy document, and the DCMNR were
prepared to incorporate the relevant ones into
the licence for wha1ewatching vessels. These
include maintaining a minimum distance to
whales of 100m and 200m between vessels, no
swimming with whales and the requirement to
keep a log of all sightings, to be submitted to
the IWDG.

As part of this licence, operators will be
recommended to attend a Marine Workshop to
be developed and delivered by the IWDG for
winter 2005/06 in order to learn how to

identify the different species (including
seabirds, seals, sharks and sunfish) and their

basic ecology.
This innovative and co-operative approach

to the management of wha1ewatching between
the NPWS and DCMNR is essential if we are to

establish responsible whale-watching, and the
IWDG fully acknowledges the commitment of
the two state agencies.

Acoustic surveys affect marine mammals
By Simon Berrow

In May 2004, the Marine Institute (M!) was
advised by the National Parks and Wildlife
Service (NPWS) that they were not allowed to
carry out an acoustic multibeam survey within
the Shannon Estuary candidate Special Area of
Conservation (cSAC). This followed a request
from the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group to
the NPWS as to what mitigation measures had
been put in place to minimise the potential
impact of this technique on the bottlenose dol
phins (Tursiops truncotus).

Following this incident, the NPWS
organised a meeting to discuss the impact of
acoustic surveys (multi beam, seismic surveys,
etc) on marine mammals and to formulate an

agreed procedure for future surveys. Prior to
this meeting held at the MI offices in Galway
on II March, the IWDG carried out an
internet search and produced a document
entitled The impact oj multibeam on cetaceans 

a review oj best practice. The document
provided summaries of a number of
procedures from a range of states including
Germany, US, Mexico and the Antarctic and
included a list of mitigation measures

incorporated into best practice. This
document (available from www.iwdg.ie) was
intended to inform and aid debate on a

technical and poorly understood subject.
Following the meeting, the NPWS and MI

adopted most of the IWDG recom
mendations, including the need for survey
planning, soft starts, a 1-2 km exclusion zone
(depending on water depth) and the use of
Marine Mammal Observers (MMO) on

surveys. The Marine Institute offered to fund
and host a MMO course. Representatives from
the IWDG, NPWS, MI and CMRC in Cork

Bottlenose dolphins © Pidraig Whooley.

were invited to attend the first MMO course in

Ireland, delivered by Carolyn Barton from
Scotland.

It is hoped that the IWDG will organise and
deliver at least two more courses in Ireland

during 2005 so that a panel of MMOs can be
established. The IWDG has proposed that a
state agency manage the panel. When a
number of outstanding issues have been
agreed, the NPWS intends to build this agreed
procedure into all future offshore licences
which include the use of acoustic surveying
techniques.

The multibeam survey within the Shannon
Estuary cSAC is now planned for November
2005 and includes a wide range of mitigation
measures to be employed which will not only
minimise any potential impact but will
facilitate the development of best practice for
similar surveys in Irish waters in the future.

The IWDG would like to acknowledge the
commitment of the Marine Institute and
NPWS to facilitate the concerns of the IWDG

and promote best international practice in
Irish waters.
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IRISH SCHEME FOR CETACEAN OBSERVATION AND PUBLIC EDUCATION

marine lmtitute

T!t~rN
.•••_~_ ••on••__ T__

~'~"""".""_"'."llf"""
_~OCH.C;""''''''''''''

TilE
1I[IITAGr:
CouNCIL

~
ENVlROHMOlT
AND HDUTNIE

••• ""CO

AN

C1IOMHAlmL
OU>tlJ.EACIITA

ISCOPE is supported by the

Heritage Council, National

Parks and Wildlife Service,

Environment and Heritage
Service (Northern Ireland) and

the Marine Institute.

The number of effort watches carried out under

ISCOPE has now reached 422 - totalling 40,870 hours
of watch effort. Most watches were carried out in

Counties Cork, Antrim, Kerry and Donegal, with four
sites (Galley Head, Ballybunnion, Slea Head and
Ramore Head (Co Waterford)) accumulating more than
25 watches, five sites (Black Head and Ramore Head

(Co Antrim), Old Head of Kinsale, Malinbeg and
Tawney (both in Co Donegal)) accumulating more than
15 watches, and three sites (Loop Head, Portstewart
(Co Derry) and Belfast Lough) accumulating more than
10 watches.

In addition to this core work of ISCOPE, the IWDG

has carried out 175 days at sea on the RVCeltic Explorer,

carrying out cetacean surveys, and has recently
undertaken to carry out effort watches at the two
designated cSACs for harbour porpoise (Roaringwater
Bay and the Blasket Islands) on behalf of the NPWS.

The IWDG website and on-line data access facility is
currently being prepared for another upgrade, which
will provide a mapping facility for stranding records
and access to all effort watches by site.

The ISCOPE project has been a great success and the
IWDG is grateful to the support given by the agencies
involved, including the Irish Navy (Maritime
Squadron) and staff from the Department of Marine
and the Regional Fisheries Boards.

By Simon Berrow, ISCOPE Co-ordinator

The ISCOPE initiative is now well into its final year of
data collection. Progress to date has been steady, and at
the last meeting of the ISCOPE funding agencies the
IWDG was invited to prepare a second three-year
ISCOPE plan.

Over the last six months to April 2005 we have
continued to deliver public talks (12 in Counties Cork,
Dublin, Galway and Wexford) and training courses (11
in Counties Clare, Cork, Donegal, Galway, Mayo,
Waterford and Wexford). The training DVD was

completed, and 1,000 printed, of which 850 have been
distributed throughout Ireland, the UK, Croatia,
Germany, the Netherlands, New Zealand and the USA.

During 2004, the IWDG received reports of 122
stranding records, the highest ever recorded in a single
year, and 1,058 sighting records of 11,304 individuals.
Most stranding records (13 species, of which common

dolphin (Delphinus delphis) and harbour porpoise
(Phocoena phocoena) were the most frequent) were from
Counties Kerry, Mayo, Cork and Wexford. Peak
sighting records were from May to August, which is
consistent with previous years. However, the number
of stranding and sighting records received from

orthern Ireland and from the northwest, especially

Counties Sligo and Donegal, has increased
considerably, which is pleasing considering the IWDG
targeted these areas to try and increase coverage.

Watching fin and humpback whales off Ram Head, Ardmore, Co Waterford, February 2005 © Padraig Whooley.
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IWDG monitors cetaceans in Marine cSACs

Marine Institute Galway Technology Park Parkmore Galway

telephone 353 91 730 400 facsimile 353 91 730 470 email institutc.mail@marine.ie

By Mick O'Connell

Under the ISCOPE project, the Irish
Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) has
committed to carrying out monitoring of
cetaceans in two candidate Special Areas
of Conservation (cSACs) - Roaringwater
Bay, Co Cork, and the Blasket Islands, Co
Kerry These areas have been designated
particularly for harbour porpoise
(Phocoena phocoena) which, along with
bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus),
are listed in Annex II of the EU Habitats

Directive. The Habitats Directive requires
that any species listed in Annex II will

have SACs designated for it as an aid to
conservation.

The aim of the project is to carry out a
minimum of two 'effort watches' per
month with at least seven days between
successive watches, which should be held
in sea state 2 or less and should last for at
least 100 minutes. Observers need to have

binoculars (at least 7x magnification) and
a telescope (at least 20x eyepiece).
Sightings are recorded on the IWDG
constant effort forms and include

numbers, identity (where possible!) and
behaviour of cetaceans, environmental
conditions, association with birds,
presence of boats, etc.

www.marlne.le

It is hoped to build up a team of
observers to cover each site, which will
include National Parks and Wildlife

Service (NPWS) Conservation Rangers
and IWDG members. Priority for each
watch is given to NPWS rangers, but if
they are not availa,ble, it will be the
responsibility of the 1WDG to ensure that
watches are carried out when conditions
are favourable.

Monitoring began in January this year,
although later in the month than planned
due to the adverse stormy conditions
which prevailed for the first three weeks of
the month. To date, January is the only
month [or which only one watch was
achieved, but in an exposed location such

as the Blaskets, getting two periods of calm
seas more than seven days apart within the
one month can be a bit of a challenge!

• If anyone is interested in getting

involved in this monitoring, please contact
Padraig Whooley on (023) 31911

(Roaringwater Bay cSAC) or Mick
O'Connell on 087-6328106 (Blasket
Island cSAC).

marine Institute
Fortis no Mara

IWDG 5-Year Plan,
2006-2010
By Simon Berrow

The IWDG recently adopted a new five

year plan. Since 2000, the IWDG has

grown into a credible, effective NGO with

a growing membership and increasing
influence on government policy and
actions. In order to ensure that the work

of the IWDG is focused and efficient and

that its limited resources are put to good
use, the first IWDG five-year development

plan (2001-2005) was published in

June 2001.

The new plan covers the period 2006 to

20 I0 and continues to develop the main

themes identified in the first plan. After a

consultation period, the plan was adopted

by the IWDG membership at its AGM in

Belcarrig, Co Mayo, on 7th May 2005. The

plan is available on the website

(www.iwdg.ie/) and we welcome any help

in implementing the agreed actions.
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Killer whale © Graeme Cresswell

Kerry hot-spot: the Dingle peninsula

Common dolphin © Graham Johnston.

By Nick Massett
Living here on the Dingle Peninsula we're privileged to have some of the
most consistent cetacean sightings in the country, if not in Europe. For me,
personally, the Shrine at Slea Head is the vantage point of choice with a
panorama covering Dingle Bay seawards towards the Skelligs and out across
the Blasket Sound.

With my wife Suzanne working part-time, my daily routine usually
involves taking Georgia, our two-year-old, on a 'snooze cruise' at some
point in the late morning. So, on any reasonably calm day we naturally

enough head west for the five-mile spin out to the Shrine. The staple
species here are minke whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata), harbour
porpoise (phocoena phocoena) and bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops
truncatus), and more often than not we'll see at least two of these

three. Common dolphins (Delphinus delphis) are less common, if you
know what I mean, Risso's dolphin (Grampus griseus) are infrequent
and orcas (Orcinus orca) tend to put in one or two appearances a
year. Once you've seen orcas passing through the sound, though,
you'll forever more be looking out for them, it's impressive, believe
me!

The first recorded minke sighting of the year in Irish waters was
back in early March here and they have been pretty much in
apparent residency since. On May 2nd, three animals were observed
feeding together in Dingle Bay.The porpoise are being seen in small
numbers throughout the year and the bottlenose could come tearing
by at any time. But an interesting addition this year has been the
number of basking shark (Cetorhinus maximus) sightings. These
began at the end of March when one was spotted in Venlry Bay,and
then throughout April there was a number of sightings from Slea
Head, one of these of a particularly massive shark. We had been
watching it in the Sound, for a while unappreciative of its size until
a fishing boat passed close by and provided some scale; that
triangular fin was very big.

Then, on May 9th, myself, Georgia and 'Chips' Chipperfield
headed out to the Shrine as the sea was calm and the winds light.
Already ensconced there was a small crowd of tourists excitedly
chattering about seeing some sharks. Now, when the sightseers have
spotted something in the ocean you know it's got to be pretty
significant because there's a whole lot of scenery going on there. And
directly below us two basking sharks were cruising in tandem,

Dolphin & Nature

Boat Trips

at the
Mouth
of the

Shannon



The minke whale is the most frequently reported and
widely distributed baleen whale in Irish waters. The
long-held view that whalewatchers needed to travel to
the south or southwest coast to observe them has in

recent years needed some re-assessment as the
IWDG is now receiving increasing numbers of reports
of minke whale sightings from the Irish Sea and along
the north coast.

Their diminutive size and limited behavioural

repertoire have landed them the same sort of image
problems that harbour porpoises have when being
compared with dolphins. The result is that this
enigmatic species all too frequently features way down
the Irish whalewatchers tick-list, as they invariably
seek the behavioural antics of the humpback or the
sheer dimensions of the fin whale. In its defence, the
minke is the only baleen whale that can be regularly
seen inshore from headlands in all Irish waters.

So how would you recognise a minke whale? If you
observe most of the following indicative charac
teristics, then you can be fairly confident of getting it
right. Firstly, they are our smallest rorqual, with adults
ranging from 7-10 metres. Any whale larger than a 30ft
boat is not a minke whale. They are generally observed
alone, although loose feeding aggregations of 3-5
individuals may occur.

As with all whales, their 'dolphin-like' dorsal fin is
located two-thirds along the back. Their blow reaches
just 3m, but is rarely visible; it may however be audible
if the whale surfaces close by or in very calm
conditions. If you observe a whale with a powerful
vertical blow it is more likely to be a fin whale, while
a bushier blow is more likely to be that of a humpback.

Minke whales do not lift their tail-flukes out of the

water. They may, however, on occasion breach for
sustained periods, so we can't assume that every
breaching whale in Irish waters is a humpback. If
fortunate enough to enjoy a close encounter in good
viewing conditions, you may observe their diagnostic
white band marking around their pectoral fins.

Minke whales are typically unpredictable and difficult
to observe for prolonged periods. Once seen, they
may dive for up to ten minutes before reappearing in a
very different location. They tend to be indifferent to
boats but juveniles may be inquisitive. They can often
be seen feeding among aggregations of seabirds like
gannets and Manx shearwaters. Minke whales have the
most varied diet of all baleen whales, feeding on
various small fish including capelin, sand eel, herring
and cod; they may also feed on small squid.

Unlike the humpback and fin whales that visit Irish
waters in autumn and winter, the minke appears to
have a summer/autumn distribution with a peak in
sightings between May and October. They are
generally the first species recorded after the spring lull
in activity. Minke whales are rarely reported in Irish
waters between January and April. •

Minke whale
(Balaenoptera acutorostrata)

Basking shark © Colin Speedie.

nearly bumping off the rocks; it was as the American lady said "awesome!" They were
feeding in a very small area, barely straying more that a hundred metres in the crystal clear
water, allowing for a detailed scrutiny. With mouths wide open, I was amazed at how white
the gill rakers were - at times when they swam deeper that was all you could see. It was
classic stuff, and so good to be able to continuously watch their slow graceful movements
at such close range, unlike the sometimes neeting, distant cetacean sightings.

Then things got really silly when a curious seal swam over to and alongside one of the
sharks just for the craic; it was one of those mad moments. Size-wise, we estimated the
sharks to be about fifteen feet plus, the seal measured up at about a quarter of that length,
so that roughly equates. They stayed in that spot for at least five hours and it was only
because the sea state became choppy that ob~ervers drifted away.

All we need now are the large whales, the fins (Balaenoptera physalus) and the humpbacks
(Megaptera novaeangliae) and I think they're out there, just beyond the islands. So that's our
family project for this summer, to camp out on the Blaskets and spot those telltale big blows
and try and add another piece to the jigsaw of the movements of the large whales along our
southern seaboard.

Peter Steele and guests at North Irish Lodge recently enjoyed the company of
this minke whale for over one hour near Maidens Lighthouse off the County
Antrim coast © Peter Steele, North Irish Lodge (www.northirishlodge.com).
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For information on recent sightings and strandings see www.iwdg.ie

Bottlenose dolphin breaching off south coast © Padraig Whooley.

Hello. My name is Andrew. I am an addict.

As with a lot of people who are hooked, I
blame someone else for my problem. In my
case, I feel it was all my wife Ann's fault.

"Why don't we go whalewatching at
Ardmore7" she so innocently intoned one
morning in January 2004. "Like we'll see
anything," I thought smugly to myself. But
any trip to the sea was to be encouraged.

To my huge amazement, we actually did
see several harbour porpoises (Phocoena

phocoena) on that first trip. "That's all we're
likely to see," I told Ann with authority
When we came home, I checked out the

IWDG website. Apparently there were fin
whales (Balaenoptera physalus) in Waterford
Bay My level of ignorance astounded me. I
had always believed I had a fairly extensive
awareness of Irish fauna, but had presumed
that, cetacean-wise, Irish waters contained

nothing more exotic than harbour
porpoises, the occasional killer whale
(Orcinus orca) and of course Fungi. Duly
humbled, we set off for Hook Head the next

suitable morning where we were treated to
the very distant (but very exciting) sight of
two fin whales blowing. It was a bit far for
us to travel to Hook Head on any sort of
regular basis, so we decided to visit
Ardmore every now and again to watch the
harbour porpoises.

In the meantime we became members of

IWDG. From our first copy of the magazine,
we noticed that at the end of July there was

a national whalewatching day, so we
decided to make the lengthy journey to
Galley Head in West Cork, which is where
the experts seemed to be gathered and the
whale action at its greatest. This first trip
proved to be extremely worthwhile, with
Ann and I spotting our first bottlenose

(Tursiops truncatus) and Risso's dolphins
(Grampus griseus) as well as more fin whales.
This was when we also made first contact

with the IWDG secretary Padraig Whooley
From speaking with him and explaining our
irregular watches from Ardmore, we found
out about the ISCOPE Scheme. Both Ann

and myself were very enthusiastic about
taking part in this fact-finding mission,
so from August onwards we started
travelling the 40km to Ram Head, Ardmore,
every week.

To be honest, all I ever expected to see
were porpoises, although I did harbour a
secret hope that with a bit of luck, one day
we might see a fin whale on its way to Hook
Head. Our first few watches drew total

blanks. It wasn't until October that we

started picking up on the occasional
porpoise. It was all going pretty much as I
had expected. Then on our watch on the
13th November Ann mentioned casually "I
think I just saw a couple of blows out there."
"I expect it is just waves breaking," I replied
equally casually, fumbling frantically for my
binoculars. Sure enough, there they were 
two large whales spouting about eight miles

off Ram Head, a sight I never thought I
would witness. From that week on, we

began to see these whales regularly, but with
our low definition binoculars it was proving
impossible to make any definite ident
ification. As this appeared to be the first
time that large whales had been reported off
the Waterford coast at the same time as they
were being seen in West Cork, it seemed
like a sound investment to fork out the cash

for a 'scope so that we could contribute

more fully to the research.

Humpback whales #HBIRL4 and #HBIRLS
© PadraigWhooley.

r;
ALAN JONES
INSURANCE BROKERS

Alan Jones Insurance Brokers
Is pleased to support the Irish Whale & Dolphin Group

PENSIONS • MORTGAGES • LIFE ASSURANCE • ETHICAL INVESTMENTS • LEASE-BACK PROPERTY PURCHASE

Num- Ti-Jah, Rathdown Road, Greystones, Co. Wicklow.
Tel: 01 2877007 Mobile: 086811 5902 Email: aajones@indigo.ie
Alan Jones Insurance Brokers is a Multi-agency Intermediary regulated by the Irish Financial Services Regulatory Authority



So Santa came a little early that Christmas, and on the 15th
December, duly equipped with our Mighty Midget 'scope, we were
able to positively identify three fin whales from our cliff-top vantage
point. We could clearly see the blow, followed by the roll of back,
and then the fin, as so expertly described in the 1WDG DVD.

From then on, the addiction really started to take hold. Over the
Christmas holidays I think there may have been a couple of days
that we didn't visit our whales, but that was probably only because
conditions were awful.

On the 21st]anuary 1was met by Padraig Whooley at Ram Head.
This was a fairly satisfactory watch. We saw several fin whales and
many common dolphins, although Padraig did eat most of my soup.
Two days later, in perfect viewing conditions, Ann and I were joined
at Ram Head by the 1WDG Committee and were treated to a feast of
fin whale and common dolphin activity with at least five fin whales
visible even with the naked eye.

Our next effort watch on the 30th]anuary was to prove the most

exciting so far. We had been watching two fin whales for over an
hour, but I had my eye on something else that 1believed might be a
humpback, but I was not positive until all of a sudden the whale
breached, confirming its identity ... and giving me a fantastic rush of
adrenaline. Ann then caught it breaching a second time, this time
the leap ending in a large splash and big exhalation. Soon after this
1 saw what I thought was a dolphin leaping continuously in the
same spot until, focusing with my 'scope, I realised it was another
humpback lying on its side waving a pectoral fin. A bit of semaphore
signalling to me in case I still had not registered we really were
watching a humpback in action!

"We were treated to a feast of fin whale and

common dolphin activity with at least five fin

whales visible to the naked eye"

I decided I had to go again on the 1st February because the
conditions were good and I did not know how many more
opportunities 1 would have to see the large whales (it's amazing how
addicts will justify their habit). I had decided to go to Helvick Head
for a watch after a quick visit to Ram Head, as from our observations
on the 30th there seemed to be a lot of activity in that direction. I
never made it. .. as I was watching from Ram Head I noted the short
puffy blow of a humpback quite close to a small fishing boat. Then
it dived and I had a very clear view of its all-black fluke. Practically
simultaneously and almost on top of the fishing boat, a second
humpback lifted itself completely clear of the water before crashing
back on its side. 1 watched these two cetaceans for at least another

hour and was able to get a clear enough view of both whales diving
to be able to make quick sketches of their fluke markings. Thus I
was able to identify later from photos sent to me by Padraig that the
humpback whales I had been watching were #HBIRL4 and #HB1RL5
(see pies of flukes). I visited Ardmore again the next day to watch
the whale with the black fluke, which 1 had now named Brigid (I
had seen her on St Brigid's Day), and the following day, and the day
after that. .. my whalewatching addiction had become pretty serious I

The last sighting we had of the fin whales was on the 20th
February Since then, we have continued to visit Ram Head every
week, with no sightings except for a basking shark on the 30th
March.

So, has it all been worthwhile? Will we maintain our watches now

that the large whales have departed? Will we continue to sit on our
cliff-top vantage spot, frozen fingers numbly trying to hold our
binoculars steady? Well yes, because you never know what we might
see ... next time.

Editor's note: Andrew's patience paid off - he was the first to
spot the fin whales on their return to Irish coastal waters on the
29th of May

Fin whale feeding off south coast © Padraig Whooley.
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Bord lascaigh Mhara
Irish Sea Fisheries Board

For further information on this work, please
contact Patricia Comiskey or the Marine
Technical Section of BIM at (0 I) 214 4100

them entering the trawl to begin with.
Studies were carried out in June 2004 into

associated trawl noise and, as a consequence of
these preliminary experiments, the BIM pinger
has been further developed to cope with the
many noise sources present within a trawl net
including sonar and echo sounders. This was
followed by trials of the units with captive
dolphins in the Kolmarden 'dolphinarium' in
Sweden, home to 12 bottlenose dolphins.
These tests proved the BIM pinger's ability to
distinguish echolocation activity of dolphins
from background noise. Throughout the trials
the dolphins responded to the device with
curiosity, and extensive echolocation data was
recorded and analysed. In addition the device
was deployed with different gain and frequency
response levels adjusted to determine the
optimal settings for detecting dolphins.

In July 2005, BIM will carry out interactive
experiments with wild dolphins in the Shannon
estuary when both acoustic and behavioural
responses to the interactive devices will be
recorded. Further extensive trials on

commercial vessels targeting albacore tuna are
also planned for later in the summer and BIM's
project partners will conduct similar trials in
other fisheries including the Channel bass
fishery in early 2006.

Common dolphin © Michael O'Connell.

Examples of pingers trialled to date © BIM.

the mouth of such nets. BIM therefore

looked at developing an alarm system
that deterred dolphins from the
vicinity of pelagic trawls when
cetacean by-catch risks are believed to
be high. These risk periods appear to
relate to net geometry changes which
can occur during course-changing
manoeuvres and when hauling the net,
although this has not been definitively
proven.

The initial prototype system
developed with the UK electronics
firm Aquatech Subsea Ltd was tested
during the tuna season Uuly
September) in 2002. This system
consisted of a control unit in the
wheelhouse of the boat, which
communicated with an underwater

pod. When triggered through a
wheelhouse-based control unit, the

acoustic pod generated random
broadband signals in the range 20 kHz
to 80 kHz. A manual approach was
favoured as it was felt that a pod which
emits signals at regular intervals may
lead to increased habituation of

cetaceans to the signal, thereby
potentially creating a "dinner bell"
effect.

The results from the 2002 trials

were encouraging and suggested that
the prototype device developed for
the trials provided a technically
feasible deterrent method but the

requirement to manually operate the
device from the wheelhouse could

potentially be problematic. Therefore
the option of automatic or interactive
activation when an echolocating
animal approaches seemed a more
practical and efficient solution.

BIM have therefore commissioned

Aquatech Subsea Ltd to develop an
'interactive pinger.' This work was
funded as part of an EU project
involving institutes from a number of
Member States. The interactive unit

developed has the benefit of being
silent until \the detection of echo

location activity from dolphins. When
this is detected the unit is triggered
and instantaneously outputs a sound
based on the wide-band signals, which
have been shown to be very effective
at displacing harbour porpoises in the
vicinity of gillnets. This serves two
purposes, firstly to mask the echolo
cation returns to the animal, thus

preventing foraging, and secondly to
warn off dolphins, thus preventing

Setting up the new interactive pinger for
trials in Sweden © BIM.

bass fishery in the English Channel in
which, it must be stressed, Ireland has
no involvement.

In response to the problem in the
tuna fishery, BIM commissioned the
offices of Loughborough University
Consultants (LUCL) to develop a
cetacean deterrent unit, which could be

deployed on pair pelagic trawls. Acoustic
devices or 'pingers' have already been
developed to reduce the by-catch of
harbour porpoises in bottom set
gillnets. However, research suggested
that the causes of dolphin and other
small cetacean by-catch in trawl fisheries
differed significantly from gillnet
captures. Earlier EU-funded work
demonstrated that dolphins are
attracted to pelagic trawls and can spend
significant periods interacting with them.
It is believed that some of these animals
learn to enter the nets in order to

predate on the fish, which accumulate in

Pingers
New technology to prevent dolphin

by-catch in pelagic trawl fisheries

BaRD IASCAIGH MHARA have been

working closely with the Irish fishing
industry to develop mitigation measures,
such as acoustic deterrent devices or

'pingers: to prevent cetacean by-catch in
fisheries, particularly in the pair pelagic
trawling for albacore tuna.

Pair pelagic trawling for tuna was
developed as an alternative fishing
method following an EU ban on the use
of drift-nets in the fishery. Work
undertaken by BIM and the Marine
Institute in 1998 and 1999 highlighted
that incidental catches of cetaceans can

occur occasionally in this fishery. Similar
by-catches have also been reported in
other pelagic fisheries, most notably the
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... and to have them so close to the boat

was nothing short of a bloody miracle!
However, the best was yet to come. Not

only did these porpoise not seem afraid of
the boat but as we slowly motored away
towards Dalkey Island they began
following us! At this stage I lost the plot
completely and as the boat went into idle
again I began to softly bang on the
pontoons.. Ha-ha! .. as if I could get a
porpoise to interact with me Ha-ha
indeed! as the first of the porpoise came
up directly alongside the pontoon.. Ha
ha again! as it was followed by another and
another.. Ha-ha-ha! like a demented

hippy on acid communing with the
dolphins, here was I attracting porpoises
to the boat with my soft tapping on the
pontoon' With porpoises popping up
under my nose, you just can't get closer to
a cetacean than this from a boat.

We continued on like this for several
minutes until our second team of divers

came up and we had to go and collect
them. Once everyone was on board we
returned to the porpoises for another brief
visit so that those freshly emerged from the
water could have a look. And then we

headed off, slowly at first as the porpoises
surfaced around us but then faster as we
moved clear of them and back to the berth

at Dun Laoghaire. They really made
our day, these smallest of whales. They
turned a dull dive into a fantastic

porpoise-watching trip. So, to those who
would bad mouth and malign them for
not being dolphins, I say: "Porpoises7

Boring? NEVER!"

Most people will tell you that harbour
porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) do not
breach, they don't approach boats, and they
don't interact with people. Indeed, some
would have you believe that they're just
plain dull. Well I have long since known
that the first two notions are simply wrong.
From Howth Head, I have seen juvenile
porpoise breach as spectacularly as any
dolphin; even adults on occasion will
conduct almost full breaches and will spy

hop and tail-splash, especially when in
groups. From Howth Head, I have also seen
young porpoise surge along in front of
yachts, dare I say it. ..almost bow ride!

One bright Sunday morning last April, I
took a boat of five divers out to Seal Bay at

Dalkey Island for an early-season dive. The
water looked as inviting as a bucket of mud
and the only hope of any entertainment for
the divers was going to be a bit of fin
nibbling by the local seals. However, as we
arrived, some of the seals were hauled out

as if even they didn't fancy swimming in
the murky soup of Dublin Bay. Well-used
to the dismal diving conditions
encountered in Dalkey, our bunch duly

submerged, and myself and my assistant
coxswain were left in peace for 30 minutes.

Half an hour later we had recovered our

first set of divers and were idling around
waiting for the others to surface when
suddenly a fin broke the surface near our
boat. "Porpoise!" I yelled and jumped up
on the pontoons for a better look. It wasn't
just one porpoise but a whole procession ..
five. seven.. ten.. fourteen.. at least

fifteen, maybe twenty. My fellow divers,
well-used to my lunatic antics when in the
presence of dolphins, couldn't figure out
what all the fuss was about. They looked at

me with pity as I babbled on that we didn't
often get this large a group of porpoise off
Dalkey Island, that this was a rare thing

Harbour porpoise © Colin Speedie.
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Basking shark

Whales and sharks sighted on Tory weekend

WHALEWATCHING WEEKENDS ON CAPE CLEAR
8-IOth July (2nd Course); 5-7th August (3rd Course)

Contact Padraig Whooley for details

Diary of a whalewatching widow
ahead in the sightings stakes (not that I was
keeping score).

Sunday morning saw a groggy bunch appear
from hotel and hostel, most of whom decided
to head back on the early morning ferry. But I
was determined to show them what they were
missing (and Gary had the car keys) so we
headed back to the c1if[ top [or a somewhat
wetter watch than the previous day. Two
basking sharks later, Gary announced he
thought he'd seen a blow. Somewhat sceptically
I followed the direction in which he was

looking and, a little to the west, saw a large
blow for myself! I saw several more rolls and
blows over the next hour. The lD talk the night
before hadn't fully prepared me [or what I was
seeing, but after some discussion and
consultation of reference books we agreed on
what we might be seeing - a humpback whale!
How many points [or one of those?

The moral of the story is this: even
landlubbers and townies can whalewatch, and
the rush you get [rom seeing such a large, wild
creature is amazing. If you can't beat 'em ... !

to catch sight of it again about two miles
northwest of the island and here got our closest
view of the broad black back and broad bushy
blow.

All in all, we observed the whale surface and
blow about 15 times over a two-hour period.
Despite failing to see the animal's fluke we
concluded that the probability was that we'd
seen a humpback whale (Megaptera
novaeanghae) rather than a fin whale, given the
bushy shape of the blows around 30 seconds
apart and relatively slow swimming speed.

Having encountered so much decom-posing
blubber on our shores in recent years, the
contrast of watching my first large live whale
surfacing was immensely inspiring and has
really lifted expectations for beginning to see
large whales off Ireland's north coast. With
changing seas, shifting concentrations of food
and a few more willing observers, more whale
sightings are there for the taking.

A matter of days after our sighting, Andy
Speers (NPWS) also had a large whale
encounter off Donegal, close to Inishtrahull
However, on this occasion the animal surfaced
a mere 50m off the MV Barracuda, a local
angling charter boat, during an effort watch.
Andy reported bubbles at the surface followed
by a 15ft back rolling with a visible 'dorsal
hump' - another likely humpback whale.

A further IWDG weekend is planned for the
island next year. ..but I'm not waiting that long
and will be back on the Tory Island ferry for'
another watch this weekend ..

• Gary Burrows, Biodiversity Unit, Environment
and Heritage Service

By Jude Burrows

Married to a dyed-in-the-wool whale fanatic, I
finally accepted the offer of a 'romantic'
weekend whalewatching on Tory Island. 1 was
convinced that a townie like myself would feel
totally out of place amongst this strange breed
(Anorakus whalespottus) that actually choose
windy, wet, cliff-tops over comfy sofas.
However, Gary's knowledge and passion for the
sport must have rubbed off on me over the
years and it turned out that, once kitted up in
hiking boots and waterproofs, I fitted right in.

I was somewhat impressed with our first
sighting of a seal before the weekend even
started, but discovered we'd been outdone by
others getting in a sneaky pre-kick-off watch.
Two basking sharks! Now the pressure was on.
Saturday afternoon's watch brought great
tanning weather but no sightings. However, I've
discovered that cetaceans are a crafty lot - they
never surface when they know you're looking.
With that in mind we crept up on the cliff top
after hours and saw no whales but three

basking sharks up close. That definitely put us

1 briefly caught a glimpse of a much larger
animal surfacing and blowing about four miles
northeast of the island. Struggling to register
that I'd just seen my first large whale blowing,
two of our group then saw the second blow
around 30 seconds later. A moment later,
simultaneous shouts from the excited watchers

indicated that together they'd seen a further
blow as the whale travelled west.

When seen in profile, first impressions of the
whale were of a dark back slowly rolling, not
the long smooth back you might expect of a fin
whale (Balaenoptera physalus) Although we lost
sight of the animal for 40 minutes we managed
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Whalewatching on Tory © Gary Burrows.

By Gary Burrows

At the end of May, the Irish Whale and Dolphin
Group ran the first of this year's weekend
whalewatching courses on Tory Island,
Donegal Although the March-May period is
recognised as Ireland's quiet season for observ
ing cetaceans, expectations were high given the
island's outlier location, 10 miles north of
Bloody Foreland.

Although we live in hope, it would have to be
acknowledged that records for large whale
sightings are fairly light for the north coast of
Ireland. Despite this reputation, locals had
reported a number of large whales blowing in
the area in the preceding weeks. However, with
Friday's identification talk and Saturday's shore
based and pelagic watches behind us, we woke
up on our last day, happy to have seen more
than 10 basking sharks and several seals but as
yet no cetaceans.

With the early morning ferry leaving the
harbour, the handful of remaining stragglers
headed back up the hill that Tory islanders call
'the mountain' to carry out a final effort watch
from the breathtaking northern cliffs. Despite
overcast skies and threatening rain clouds, sea
conditions to the north of the island were fine,
with light offshore winds, a weakening swell
and little glare.

Within 20 minutes we sighted a basking
shark about a mile north of our viewing point
but struggled to follow it as it swam erratically,
only occasionally showing the tip of its dorsal
fin above the surface. A second shark seen later

feeding beneath the cliffs was perhaps the same
animal again but clearly the heavily scarred
shark we had photographed the previous night.
This shark had extensive white scarring on the
snout, base of its dorsal fin and leading edges of
the dorsal and tail fins, probably through
entanglement in a gill net.

Watching ever more intently now,
determined not to leave Tory without at least
seeing a harbour porpoise (phocoena phocoena),
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The jawbones of the sperm whale.

A story in bits - a whale stranding in Antrim

Remains of the whale on the beach © Ian Enlander.

By Ian £n/ander

Everyone seemed to know about it except for
anyone in IWDG. A whale carcass had been
noted in the area of the North Channel by
fishermen operating out of Camlough harbour.
What appeared to be the same animal
eventually stranded just west of Garron Point,
Co Antrim, sometime in early February of this
year. And there it stayed, apparently a major
talking point amongst the locals, and providing
photo-opportunities for some. While the whale
appeared to be fairly intact when it stranded, it
quickly began to decompose and break up.
Word passed around, as these things do, finally
reaching my ears in early April. I got details of
the site and visited it to be greeted by a
horrendous smell and little else. There were

lumps of rotting carcass all over the beach,
together with sections of vertebrae, but nothing
readily identifiable.

Knocking on doors in the area provided a
range of responses from "don't know anything
about it" to "yep, dragged the kids down there

to have their pictures taken with the body." The
latter resulted in a photograph which was
circulated amongst the wise ones on the IWDG
committee. Consensus was that it showed a

sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus), but
little more could added beyond that. Using the
children in the picture for scale, the whale
appeared to be some 7-8m long but this was a
very rough estimate at best. Despite being told
that someone had acquired the jaw, I could not
find anyone who knew anything about it, so
that looked like the end of the story. Until the
middle of May.

I got a call at work, reporting a beached
whale in Carnlough, a small town near Garron
Point. I assumed this was more late-breaking
news on the Garron stranding but it turned out
to be a partially rotted whale corpse,
presumably part of the Garron animal taking a
last swim. Fortunately the Lame Council
workers that were called out to investigate also
got further details of who had taken the jaw
bones when the whale first stranded. They

visited the new owner, saw the bones and sent
me through pictures of it. This confirmed that
they belonged to a sperm whale, showing
clearly the sockets in the now toothless jaw.
Keen to have a look at them, I got details of
where they where.

Which saw me at a cottage door in the
Garron Point area. Declining the offer of bags of
dulse and carrigeen seaweed (yuck to both) I
asked about the jaw and was taken into the
back garden to be met by the sight of superb
matched lower jaw bones, clearly from a sperm
whale and a heck of a lot larger than the
photographs suggested. These were 4m long
and that was with the tips missing - which
would have added another 1m or so. The man
that recovered them was able to provide
additional information on the stranding as he
had inspected it (and removed the jaw) soon
after it came ashore. The whale was definitely a
male (I will spare the readership the comments
made) and was some IS-16m in length.

It is hoped that the jaw bones will be
displayed at the forthcoming whale and
dolphin exhibition at Exploris Aquarium,
Portaferry, Co Down. Many thanks to John
McAllister for permission to borrow them.

Given an original stranding date in early
February, this clearly rules out the Garron
animal being a relocation of the whale stranded
at Fair Head, Ballycastle, Co Antrim, which was
presumed to also be a sperm whale.

Editor's note: Interestingly, a fortnight after the
Garron Point stranding, Gary Burrows received
a report of a whale carcass which had come
ashore at Fair Head, Co Antrim, on the 21st of
February 2005. On the 22nd he visited the
animal, which was a male around 11-12m long.
Based on a deep tailstock coupled with a small
dorsal hump, short flipper and broad powerful
flukes, this animal was determined to be a
sperm whale. A sample of blubber has been
sent to Durham University to confirm the
identification.

Basking shark strands in Wexford
By Kevin McCormick
On Wednesday, 27th April, local
residents witnessed a large shark in
apparent distress in a narrow reefed bay
near Edermine, Courtown, Co Wexford.
The shark was again spotted on
Thursday, closer to the shore, and it had
a large gash on its head. Local people
contacted the Irish Whale & Dolphin
Group on Friday morning when the
unfortunate creature washed up dead on
a rocky plateau, and the local council
were alerted to the stranding.

The Basking Shark - a 7.19 metre male
- had suffered acute trauma to its gill slits
and head, suggesting that it had had an
impact with a large hull or propeller.
After consultation with the council, and
due to the inaccessibility of the beach, it

was decided to cut the carcass into pieces
and wheel it over 50 metres of rocky
shoreline to an awaitingJCB on the bank.
A daunting task, which took over five
hours in horrid conditions and, towards
the end, involved a race with the
incoming tide!

Interestingly, the shark had very little
blood in its carcass (perhaps as a result of
haemorrhaging after impact) but the
sheer size of its liver accounted for 20
large refuse sacks (25% of total body
mass, which was estimated at between 4
6 tons). In sharp contrast, the kidneys
were tiny in comparison to the bulk of The stranded basking shark In Wexford © Kevin McCormick.
the liver, and the rich oil, which is a
valuable commodity on Asian markets, in sharks of similar size. What a pity I did not have the
had a peachy hue and was quite viscous hindsight to contact local Chinese residents who may have
and has been quantified at over 280 litres made some use of the fins!



• 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.

The IrishWhale and Dolphin Group

Map inset: Members of the
public enjoy Whale Watch Day
2004 © Padraig Whooley
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