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Irish Seal Sanctuary: Tel: 01 8354370; Mobile: 087 3245423
National Parks and Wildlife Service: Tel: 01 8882000
ISPCA: Tel: 043 3325035
Garda Síochána: Tel: 999

Northern Ireland
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Introduction
This is the third edition of the IWDG booklet, Face to face with a beached whale, designed to
assist those who are at the scene of a live stranded cetacean (whales, dolphins and porpoise).
This edition has been expanded to include first aid of other species likely to be found stranded
on the coast of Ireland. All we can do is to advise on best practice, but inevitably decisions
on the most suitable course of action will rest with those individuals present.

Always consider that you should try and do the best thing from the cetacean’s perspective,
which may not always be the easiest course of action for yourself. We provide contact
numbers of people who can help you, but often you will find yourself faced with difficult
decisions.

This booklet is based substantially on the RSPCA work, Stranded whales, dolphins and
porpoises. We thank the RSPCA for their continued support but take responsibility for all the
amendments presented here.

We hope you find this booklet useful and encourage any suggestions you may have to help
us improve these guidelines. We would like to thank Tom Doyle of the Coastal and Marine
Resources Centre, Pauline Beades and Wayne Griffin of the Irish Seal Sanctuary for their
contributions to this edition.

Simon Berrow and Sabine Springer
Irish Whale and Dolphin Group, Kilrush, December, 2009.
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What are cetaceans?
All whales, dolphins and porpoises are known collectively as cetaceans and like humans
they are warm blooded, air breathing mammals. There are at least 84 different species,
24 of which have been recorded in Irish waters, with 11 species regularly recorded.
Cetaceans are divided into two main types: Mysticetes (with baleen and two blowholes)
and Odontocetes (with teeth and a single blowhole).

A checklist of what to do in the event of a live stranding is provided, but it is worth
emphasising that a veterinary surgeon should be asked to attend the incident as quickly
as possible to determine the health of the animal(s).

When close to death, cetaceans often thrash around violently and, while not generally
aggressive towards humans, are powerful animals even when severely debilitated.
People involved should bear this in mind and exercise great care at all times, especially
when accessing the tail area.

Other health and safety aspects appear on page 31.

Checklist: what to do in the event of a stranding
First Aid
• Discover whether the animal is alive or dead: is it breathing? Has it a corneal reflex?

• If the animal is alive, keep it wet and cool, and provide it with shade if it is sunny.

• Turn the animal on to its belly if possible, taking care not to damage flippers by
bending, pushing or pulling them.

• Ensure the blowhole is kept clear.

• Every effort should be made to get a veterinary surgeon to the scene of the
stranding. If possible, contact someone with experience of dealing with
stranded cetaceans. Leave a number where you can be contacted again.

• Appoint a beach master. This should be someone who will not become physically
involved in the rescue operation but will direct and co-ordinate the proceedings.

• Put up a rope barrier to prevent interference from the public (where necessary).

Important things to remember
Don’t panic

• Cetaceans can exist out of water for some time as long as certain basic
conditions are met.

• Be prepared to improvise. This is essential in any emergency.

• Assess the situation. Discuss it with others and initiate a practical course of action.

!
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Examination

• The animal’s state of health should be determined by a veterinary surgeon. If the
animal is unhealthy or diseased, transportation to suitable rehabilitation facilities
is not an option in Ireland. At the vet or beach master’s discretion, the animal may
be left to die naturally or euthanased.

• Determine the species , and whether it is pelagic or coastal? Determine whether
the animal is a dependant calf – what size is it?

• Deep rectal temperature should be taken by an experienced person with specialist
equipment (see page 30). If the animal has a temperature of 42° Celsius or above
it is unlikely to survive.

• If the animal’s temperature is below 42° Celsius but there are signs of ill health,
treatment and rehabilitation could be attempted, but no appropriate facilities are
available in Ireland and resources required are very great.

Refloating

• If the animal has been determined by proper examination to be healthy, an attempt
to refloat it may be considered.

• Note species, size and any distinguishing physical features e.g. scars, colouration,
dorsal fin nicks etc. Photographs should be taken for species identification and
monitoring outcome of re-float attempt.

• When refloating an animal, if the tide is a long way out, wait for it to come to
the animal.

Do not drag the animal, especially not by the tail!

• If it is not possible to wait for the tide, or the stranding has occurred during a spring
tide, place the animal on a stretcher and carry it, or place it on a tarpaulin or other
heavy material and drag that. A pontoon may also be used.

• Try and tie a piece of biodegradable cotton or string loosely around the animals
tailstock so it can be re-identified if it strands again.

Minke Whale, Portstewart Strand, Co. Derry (Dick Hill).

!
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In the water

• Once in the water, the animal should be held to allow it to re-orientate itself. Keep
the blowhole above the water at all times.

• Rock the animal from side to side to help restore circulation and remove
muscle stiffness.

• Allow plenty of time for it to recover – this may take several hours.

• If the animal repeatedly re-strands, it is almost certainly ill.

Mass Strandings

• After due consideration of the animal’s health, social groupings as well as local
factors, some animals could be selected for refloating. Some sick or injured
animals may have to be humanely killed before refloating the others to prevent
distress signals.

• Refloat those closest to the sea first.

• Three or four animals should be refloated simultaneously.

• Any animal, which is not successfully refloated, and any orphaned calves may be
euthanased. The vet or beach master must decide in the interests of the majority.

Human Health and Safety

• Ensure the health and safety of the people involved in the rescue attempt, particularly
when people are in the water. Severe weather conditions may prohibit refloating
attempts.

• Beware of hypothermia of care team ensure proper equipment including dry suits
are worn by those in the water.

Minke whale. Note rope around its tail, ready for towing, which should not be done (Mike Hartwell).
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Why do cetaceans strand?
Faulty navigation
Most mass strandings on the Irish coast
are of pelagic (i.e. deep sea) species, such
as common, striped and white-sided
dolphins and pilot whales, which are
normally found in the open ocean. They
would be expected to be least experienced
in using the coastal topography for
navigation. Similarly, these pelagic species
may also be confused by gently sloping
beaches, as they would not come across
such features in their usual habitat.

One theory suggests that, like some birds,
cetaceans are capable of sensing the
geomagnetic force fields of the earth, and
some species may use them to navigate

at sea. Magnetic anomalies occurring in the force fields may lead to disorientation, for
example one occurs off Killala Bay, Co. Mayo which is an area with frequent live
strandings.

Disease
Disease, including parasitic infections, clearly plays a part in causing some animals to
strand because they are so weak, disorientated, or have had their sonar disrupted and
so are unable to avoid being stranded.

Pursuit of prey
Animals chasing prey in shallow estuarine waters may become isolated in lagoons
created by the receding tide, and become stranded.

Assisting other animals in the group
Many cetacean species have a sophisticated social behaviour and mass stranding may
occur when one of the individuals in the group gets into difficulties, perhaps as a result
of one of the reasons above, and the other group members maintain the strong social
bond and thus also may strand despite their being healthy.

Anthopogenic causes
Cetaceans may strand due to wide range of human influences including disturbance,
ship collision and acoustic trauma. The latter have been strongly linked to naval
exercises where low and mid-frequency active sonar is used.

Conclusions
There have been many explanations put forward to explain strandings. The examples
listed above are just some of the most plausible and it is likely that it is a combination
of such events that leads to the strandings that we see.

Striped dolphin at Ballycotton, Co. Cork.
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What to do
If the animal is larger than 6-7 metres,
especially in the case of baleen whales,
there is very little that can be done. Even
euthanasia may not be practical for very
large animals.

Dead or alive

In the case of a dolphin or porpoise,
respiration is the best indicator that the
animal is still alive, as it should take a
breath once every 15-30 seconds. But, in
larger species, such as baleen and sperm
whales, it may be necessary to observe for
up to 20 minutes before a breath is taken.
Testing the corneal (or blink) reflex is not
recommended for the inexperienced.

Cetacean breathing is a voluntary rather than a reflex action, which means that, if the
animal becomes unconscious, it stops breathing. The external opening (blowhole) to the
animal’s lungs is covered by a muscular flap of tissue. In its relaxed state the animal
keeps the blowhole shut but opens it when it breathes. Breaths in and out are in one
‘explosive’ action, and immediately afterwards the flap relaxes and shuts the blowhole off.

Appoint a beachmaster

While immediate first aid for the animal is essential, it is also extremely important that
someone with authority, organisational ability and, preferably some knowledge of
cetacean strandings or animal welfare is appointed as beach master to take control and
ensure the animal’s safety as well as that of the public.

It is important that a beach master does not become physically involved in the rescue
operation but maintains a co-ordinating role. Part of this should include keeping the
public, and if necessary the media, informed at regular intervals.

If necessary, cordon off the animal from the public with a rope, and ask the Gardai/PSNI
or Coastguard/Civil Defence to keep the curious at a safe distance (the value of a
uniform should not be underestimated). A side effect of cordoning off stranded animals
is that the public is protected from both the animal thrashing about, as well as from any
possible disease risk, both to the public and to the animal.

Unfortunately, the public can often be the stranded animals worst enemy. Onlookers
have been known to carve their names in the living animal and even to remove bits of
skin or teeth as souvenirs! Happily, an increased awareness of animals and a greater
understanding of cetaceans has meant that this now happens less often, but it should
be guarded against. Dogs are a confirmed problem and should be kept well away.
Scavenging animals such as gulls may also be a problem.

Live-stranded harbour porpoise
(David McLaughlin).



Bottlenose dolphin, live stranded. Note blowhole protected from water (Northern Ireland Environment Agency).

Keep the animal cool

When a cetacean strands, it is in danger
of overheating unless action to cool it is
taken. Because of its exclusive aquatic
lifestyle, the cetacean’s need for a
sophisticated body-cooling system has
disappeared. In fact, an efficient system
to conserve body heat, which includes a
thick layer of fatty blubber, has evolved.
The speed at which overheating occurs
depends on climatic conditions and the
size of the animal. It is essential to stress
that overheating will cause extreme
suffering and prevention of this state is an
absolute priority.

Seawater should be sprayed or splashed over the animal, taking care not to get water
in the blowhole. Seaweed, wet towels or other cloths placed over the animal can be
used to improve the efficiency of the dousing. Oily lotions such as suntan creams are
not recommended.

6 Face to Face

Common dolphin being prepared for refloating. The
animal is on a tarpaulin, ready for lifting
(Terry Kavanagh).
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A possible exception to this general rule would occur if the stranded animal is a
young/newborn cetacean and the weather is cold. These animals may be subject to
exposure in very cold air. In this situation the animal should be protected in some way
from the wind chill either by simply placing a sheet over the animal or returning it to
the sea, where the temperature will be higher, while continuing to provide support.

It is also important to remember that the skin of these animals can quickly dry out and
blister, and where possible some sort of shade from direct sunlight should also be
provided. If the tide is a long way out or a hose is available, fresh water can be used
(exposure to fresh water is harmful only if it is prolonged for a period of time, i.e., more
than two weeks).

Once the animal has been found alive and is being constantly doused with cold water,
every attempt should be made to make it as ‘comfortable’ as possible. Avoid loud
noises, flash photography, as well as extravagant movements. It is essential to
remember that you are dealing with a wild creature, which is helpless in a totally alien
environment.

Protection from natural dangers

Most strandings occur on sandy beaches, but if an animal gets stuck on rocks,
particularly if it is thrashing about and thus likely to experience a great deal of physical
pain, action should be prompt and the vet’s (or beach master’s) decision followed
precisely.

Most cetaceans end up on their sides when they strand, and it will be necessary (size
permitting) to turn a stranded animal over on to its belly. Great care must be taken to
prevent the flippers from becoming damaged. When attempting to roll the animal, the
flippers should be tucked flat into the animal’s sides. Pits should be dug for the flippers
in an attempt to make the animal more comfortable. The fire brigade may be able to
assist with lifting equipment.

Dragging of any sort must be avoided (particularly by the tail, as this can cause damage
to the spine). The skin is delicate and deep scores or abrasions can be caused. Even
fingernails are capable of causing slight damage. The best way to move a cetacean is
with a tarpaulin (small cetaceans) or pontoon (medium cetaceans).

Assess the situation
If the animal is alive, there are four possible ways to deal with it: return it to the sea;
treat it in captivity before returning it to the sea; allow it to die naturally, or humanely
destroy it. There are no rehabilitation facilities in Ireland, so only three options remain.

The situation surrounding the stranding is clearly going to dictate what action should be
taken. Factors to take into account include: the type of stranding (single or mass); the
species involved (coastal or pelagic); the size of the animal(s); the nature of the
coastline (steep or gently sloping); tide times and lengths; local currents and swells;
weather conditions; the state and health of the stranded animal(s), and the vet’s (or
beach master’s) judgement.
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Identification
If the species is not coastal, for example, if it is a common or striped dolphin or long-
finned pilot whale and the beach is gently shelving and the animal appears in good
health (i.e. not obviously thin or wasted), an attempt to refloat is worthwhile.

If the species stranded is a coastal one, such as a bottlenose dolphin or a harbour
porpoise, the hazard represented by the shoreline is one the animal is normally capable
of avoiding but for unforeseen circumstances, disease or other causes may have been
involved. In this event, the prognosis is poor, and the animal could be left to die
naturally or humanely destroyed. If, however, the animal appears to be in a good state
of health, it should be given the benefit of the doubt, and refloating should be
attempted.

If it is not possible to identify the animal, it should be dealt with as if it were a pelagic
(not coastal) species.

State of health
It can be difficult to assess the state of
health of a stranded animal and it may be
that all that can be achieved is to note
whether any injuries have been caused.
Flesh wounds or abrasions are not always
critical, and cetaceans do recover from
quite serious injuries. However, the
animal’s nutritional state can give some
indication of its health. A healthy animal
should have been feeding well and
therefore not appear obviously thin or
wasted.

The muscles either side of the dorsal fin
should be examined to help assess the
physical condition of the animal. These
should be well rounded and certainly not
dipping inwards. The general shape of the
body should also be examined. For
example, a depression of the body
immediately behind the blowhole, giving
the appearance of a neck, has been
observed in some animals to be associated
with severe emaciation.

If a deep rectal temperature of 42° Celsius
or over is recorded, the animal will die.
The equipment to take such a temperature
may not be available, but it is worth
asking a veterinary surgeon because this
is such a quick and easy way of assessing

Striped dolphin being examined by a vet at Lahinch,
Co. Clare (Simon Berrow).



whether the animal is in a terminal condition. To obtain a rectal temperature it is
advisable to use a thermistor probe, which should be positioned at least 20cm into the
rectum.

Sickness is also indicated if the red cells of a blood sample, taken with an anticoagulant,
separate out in about ten minutes. If the sample is very yellow, there may be severe
liver damage. An increasing heart rate can also indicate that the animal’s condition is
deteriorating.

The lay person should not undertake taking the animal’s temperature or blood sample,
but if a veterinary surgeon is in attendance, it might be useful to draw them to their
attention.

If the animal has a disease problem such as a debilitating parasite load, it may not be
readily apparent until attempts are made to refloat, when the animal may repeatedly
re-strand or be quite unable to stay afloat without assistance.

The animal’s rate of breathing should be closely monitored, as this is another useful
indicator of a cetacean’s state of health. An increase in the breathing rate indicates that

the animal is stressed. Any activity, which
causes an increase in the animal’s
breathing rate, should be stopped
immediately, unless it is for essential
veterinary purposes.

Refloating
Having decided that a refloating attempt
is worthwhile, it is then necessary to get
the animal into the water or, if it is too big,
to maintain its condition until the tide
comes in. All cetaceans, regardless of size
should be manoeuvred gently on to a
tarpaulin or sheet, which can be carried or
carefully dragged to the sea. It is essential
that the animal itself not be dragged by its
tail as this is likely to cause considerable
damage. Mechanical lifting equipment

9Face to Face

Pilot whale being prepared for refloating with
pontoon at Inch, Co. Kerry (Frances Bermingham).

A useful rule of thumb for all
dolphins and porpoises is that
2 to 5 breaths per minute is
normal, while above 6 per minute
is indicative of the animal being
stressed or compromised in some
way, and above 10 breaths per
minute indicates severe stress.



may be used to help with larger animals supported in stretchers. It must be stressed
that such actions are not recommended without expert guidance.

It is important to remember that while on the beach the creature will have been
immobile in an unnatural position for some time, and it will be necessary to try to
restore circulation and ease muscle stiffness. In smaller species, this can be achieved
by keeping the animal in the shallows (so that its body is still resting on the ground but
most of its weight is supported by the water) and rocking it gently from side to side. It
is important to keep the blowhole above water at all times to avoid drowning the animal.
Every so often, take the animal into deeper water and see if it will swim away. If it does
not move, or returns to the shallows, repeat the rocking. It may be necessary to
continue this for several hours.

Once it appears that the animal can stay afloat and swim reasonably well unaided, it
can at last be guided out to sea. Ideally, this is best achieved with the aid of small boats
in tandem with personnel in wet/dry suits in the water. The animal must never be towed
by its tail stock as this can cause severe injury and is likely to cause drowning.

Before the animal goes, do not forget to note any distinguishing features which will
make it possible to identify it, should it re-
strand. Photographs or video footage are
the most useful recording tool.

For purposes of short-term re-
identification, a piece of natural wool may
be tied loosely round the tail stock.
Alternatively, skier’s coloured zinc sun
block can be spread on the dorsal fin of
the animal. Any animal, which persistently
re-strands should be considered for
euthanasia or be left to die.

Transportation
Small cetaceans can be transported to a
more suitable site for refloatation.
However, journey times must be given
consideration. It is not recommended to
attempt transportation over distances
which will take longer than two hours,
except when specialist equipment is used
and the animal is closely monitored.

The animal should be comfortably
transported on a cushioned mattress or an
air/water mattress. During transportation
excessive pressure on fins should be
avoided and it should be possible to keep
the skin moist and control the animal’s
body temperature.

10 Face to Face

Common Dolphin being transported by van to a new
site for refloating (Chris Wilson).
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The material on which the animal lies must not damage the animal’s sensitive skin and
must provide sufficient cushioning to prevent physical damage to the animal.
Suspended stretchers, air and water mattresses and seaweed have all been used
successfully to date.

Euthanasia (humane killing)

It was the view of the IWDG that in practical terms, due to remoteness, availability of
vets, equipment, etc, there were few opportunities in the past to perform euthanasia.
However with increased interest and experience within the veterinary profession, the
ability to get a vet to respond to a live stranding incident has increased considerably and
euthanasia is now being carried out more frequently. The IWDG considers that it is a
viable option, in certain situations, to let the animal die naturally rather than euthanase
it.

There are however, certain instances when the only option is to allow the animal to die
naturally, for instance in the case of a large baleen whale or sperm whale. This decision
may then be left to the individual discretion of the attendant beach master or veterinary
surgeon.

Reasons why euthanasia is performed may include the following:

• The cetacean has a severe external or internal injury, e.g. bleeding from the mouth,
blowhole, anus, or deep cuts.

• The cetacean is far too big to rescue e.g. sperm whale, and the animal is considered
to be in considerable pain and distress.

• All rescue attempts have failed and the cetacean is suffering intensely, e.g. severe
overheating, blistering, etc., and treatment centres are unavailable.

• Rescue is unable to be carried out due to certain circumstances, perhaps related to
the tide, sea and weather conditions, the geographical nature of the area, or the
lack of available resources.

Various methods have been employed to kill these animals in the past, including the use
of explosives. It is extremely likely that these methods are inhumane and we
recommend that they not be used.

The most practical method of humanely killing any cetacean is with drugs, particularly
etorphine, also marketed under the trade name of Immobilon. Veterinary surgeons
involved in large animal practice in Northern Ireland will hold stocks of Large Animal
Immobilon, so it should be possible to find one in the vicinity of the incident. However,
Immobilon is not used in the Republic of Ireland but is available in Northern Ireland. In
the Republic, large animal drugs such as Pentobarbitone or Euthatol may be the best
available option.
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Sei whale, Larne Lough, Co. Antrim. The largest whale to be euthanased in Ireland (Tony Patterson).

Cetacean blood sampling. A. Dorsal fin. B. Caudal peduncle. C. Pectoral flipper. D. Flukes.
Sampling is carried out at all sites, on small to large cetaceans, using an 18-guage 4cm
needle. Needle bord should be scaled down for calves and the very small Dall’s and
harbour porpoises.
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Before using Large Animal Immobilon veterinary surgeons should ensure
that they are familiar with safety precautions and accident procedures as
laid down in the manufacturer’s data sheets. In the interest of safety there
should also be someone present, besides the user, who is trained on
resuscitation procedures.

Immobilon should be given intramuscularly if possible or, failing that, into the blubber,
which is not an inert layer of fat but contains an effective capillary network. If possible,
use a 20-25 cm (8-10 inch) needle. If one is not available, use the longest that is, even
a 4 cm (1 inch) needle will produce results.

Dose rates are 0.5 cc Large Animal Immobilon for every 1.5 metres (5 feet) length of
a dolphin or porpoise, and 4 cc per 1.5metres (5 feet) length of whale. It may appear
that these dose rates are too small, but it should be pointed out that it is difficult to
appreciate how rapid and effective Immobilon is if it has not been seen in use on
cetaceans. A dose of 15ml supplemented with 200 mls of Phenobarb was sufficient to
euthanase an 8m sei whale in Co Antrim which died after 150 minutes.

Warning: The lay-person must realise that Immobilon is a dangerous
drug which can be administered only by a veterinary surgeon. The Gardai
or PSNI should be present to ensure that the public are kept well away if
this drug is used. It is recommended that until the carcass is disposed of
it should be guarded to prevent any risk of poisoning to scavenging
animals (or to humans in areas where whale meat may still be eaten).

Sodium pentobarbital is the most common barbiturate agent for euthanasia. The dosage
is usually at least twice that required for anesthesia, ranging up to 85 mg/kg for larger
species. Doses of 60 ml injected into the peritoneal cavity with a 14 gauge syringe were
sufficient to euthanase a 1.9 m common dolphin within 20 minutes.

Striped dolphin being euthanased by injection into pericardium (Simon Berrow).

!
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Mass Strandings

One of the most heart-rending animal “tragedies” is when whole social groups of
cetaceans strand together. In the event of a mass stranding the effective organization
of both animals and people is even more critical than during a single stranding, as the
risk of confusion and mistakes increases. There is a clear need for authority and control
as mentioned previously, never underestimate the power of a uniform for these
purposes.

An attendant veterinary surgeon is crucial and they must be able to get on with their
job unhindered. The beach master should be in overall control, co-ordinating people’s
actions and if possible an additional person should be in attendance to deal with the
general public and the media if necessary.

It is likely that those attending a stranding will not have the experience or knowledge
necessary to give an intravenous injection to a cetacean. The animal’s exposure to air
and sunlight, as well as trauma, often makes the location of blood vessels difficult for
the inexperienced. Intravenous injections in the tail flukes are not advised because of
the danger to the operator from a thrashing tail. Injection directly into the pericardium
is a viable option on dolphins and also small and medium sized whales, e.g. pilot whales.
Access can be gained under the pectoral fin (armpit) as the blubber layer is thin here.

Shooting
For smaller species up to six metres (twenty feet) in length, e.g. long-finned pilot whale,
shooting is an option if there is no chance of obtaining drugs. Recently, shooting has
been shown to be the most preferred humane method of euthanasia especially at mass
strandings of medium sized whales. Two types of shot (see below) may be used to hit
the brain, though the most effective shot is a).

a) A shot aimed through the blowhole (preferably when it is open) as a 45-degree angle
down and back (ventro-posteriorly) to an imaginary line running between the pectorals
(front flippers).
b) A horizontal shot aimed slightly up from above the centre of the ear-eye line where
the bullet should penetrate the skull, which is very dangerous and often impossible.

The most effective firing range is considered to be no more than one metre away from
the animal’s head. Never fire when the barrel is in direct contact with the animal. This
is extremely dangerous.

The calibre of the gun should not be less than a .303 and only solid bullets should be
used. The bullet should be of at least 140 grains. Hollow or soft bullets should not be
used as they lose penetration more quickly. On no account should a shotgun or a .22
rifle be used.

Warning: Great care must be taken before discharging any firearm in a
public place and people must be kept well clear of the vicinity. The path of
a bullet can be significantly deflected and can leave the body at any point.

!
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Group of pilot whales in danger of live stranding at Castlegregory, Co. Kerry (Simon Berrow).

The phenomenon of mass stranding occurs almost exclusively in toothed whales, and
the species which is most commonly associated with mass strandings in Ireland is the
common dolphin, striped dolphin, white-sided dolphin and long-finned pilot whale. It
should be noted that mass strandings differ from single strandings in that the majority
of animals involved in a mass event are likely to be healthy. From experience of mass
strandings in New Zealand, it is considered important (but often difficult) to locate and
humanely destroy any key animals, which may have caused the group to strand in the
first place. Key animals are those in a social group, which, through sickness or injury,
have become stranded and, through distress calls, caused others to strand also.
The larger the group, the more difficult it will be to return all the animals to sea. It is
important to be decisive in locating these animals that are unlikely to survive, and in
attempting to refloat only those closest to the water and with a good chance of making
it back to sea.

When the animals are being assessed, different colours of natural wool or zinc sun block
can be used to identify the animal’s condition (e.g. green = likely to survive, yellow =
apparently stable but with obvious signs of ill health, red = unlikely to survive). If the
animal is released and subsequently re-strands, this marking will also prove useful in
identifying that the individual has previously stranded.

Those individuals unlikely to survive include all moribund animals, as well as very young
animals, which have become separated from their mothers.
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Refloat in groups of three of four. If possible, the first two or three animals floated
should be kept in stretchers close to or between boats and the rest herded by other
boats following behind them. Herding should be carried out quietly and gently to
prevent the group from panicking and diving back under the boats towards the shore
again. When they are directed seawards a noise barrier could be established behind
them to prevent call-back or re-beaching.

Wet/dry suits for people in the water will be essential. When leading a group of whales
out to sea, it has been suggested that turning the school leader round to face the rest
of the group so that it can call to them has a considerable effect in ensuring all animals
head safely to sea. In pilot whales this tends to be a large adult female. If the lead
animal was not identified during the stranding then choose the largest female of the
group, as there is a good chance that this will be the right animal.

Incidents in fresh or brackish waters

Cetaceans may make their way into rivers or canals by choice and as such it may not
be necessary to take any action. However, if the animal remains there for any
appreciable time, action may be required. Prolonged exposure to fresh water is harmful
and should not continue for longer than two weeks. Symptoms include loss of the upper
layers of skin, which causes irregular light patches to appear on the animal’s body.

If action is considered essential, the easiest solution may be to ‘herd’ the animal out to
sea using boats. This must be done with great care as the animal will be easily panicked
and may simply dive under the boats and go further up river. Do not rush about or
make dashes at the animal.

If the animal involved is small and attempts at herding and other approaches do not
prove successful then it may be possible to net the animal. It must be stressed that this
should only be considered as a last resort and only if there are adequate personnel and
equipment available.

The net needs to be as long as the waterway is wide (or at least a significant part of
the width) and to reach the bottom (unless the water is very deep). A salmon net is
ideal because it has the dual advantage of being light with a large size mesh. It is
essential that one or two people be in the water to assist: they should have sharp knives
ready to cut the net if the animal is in danger of drowning.

Remember: Cetaceans breathe and, like all mammals, their breathing becomes fast
and shallow on situations of stress, so there is a very real danger of drowning. Speed
(but not panic) is essential.

Be sure you plan what you are going to do before you begin. Netting the
animal must only be done as a last resort.
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Marine Turtles
Ireland has one sea turtle species, the leatherback turtle. It is the largest sea turtle in
the world and is unmistakable because of its large size (c.2 meters long, 300-600 kg
body weight), black colour, and a soft leathery shell that has seven distinctive ridges
running from head to tail (Figure 1). Leatherbacks have many unique adaptations
including a layer of blubber and counter current heat exchangers that help minimize
heat loss. These adaptations enable them to swim in cooler waters not normally
associated with sea turtles. When you think of turtles you normally associate them with
warm tropical beaches yet leatherbacks spend as much time in cool temperate waters
as they do in tropical waters. Leatherbacks seasonally occur in our waters, with most
sightings occurring during July and September when their jellyfish food is most
abundant and the sea temperature is at its warmest (above 15°C). During the winter
months when jellyfish are less available and sea temperatures begin to decline,
leatherbacks migrate back to the tropics.

It is possible that very large mature loggerhead sea turtles also occur in Irish waters,
with several records known from around the coast. However, it is uncertain whether
any of these loggerhead turtles survive i.e. they may be lost and blown off course and
eventually die. This certainly happens during the winter months when tens of small
loggerheads can wash up on Irish coasts. These loggerheads are very small (their shell
normally measures between 10 and 50 cm long. Of note, a loggerhead’s shell is very
different to a leatherbacks being extremely hard and having numerous scutes (see
Figure 1, below).

In summary, if you see a turtle swimming in Irish waters it will most likely be a
leatherback sea turtle. However, if a turtle is found on the shore (i.e. stranded) it may
be one of several species (most likely leatherback or loggerhead). During the summer

Figure 1 Comparative figure of a leatherback turtle (left) and a loggerhead turtle (right). Note:
seven ridges on the leatherbacks shell, and scutes (scale like patches) on the loggerheads shell.
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months most turtles stranded are identified as leatherbacks, but then during the winter
months most sightings are of loggerheads. However, both species can wash up at any
time of the year. Size is the best trait to distinguish between them: if close to 2 m long
it is a leatherback and if very small (less than 1 m) it is a loggerhead. On the very rare
occasion a hawksbill, Kemp’s Ridley or even a green turtle can be recorded. These are
difficult to distinguish from loggerheads without proper identification cards and having
some previous experience. However, some key characteristics for separating these
species out are: count the number of scales just below the eye, count the number of
scutes running down the back of the turtle’s shell, count the number of scales on either
side of the underside of the turtle’s shell.

Species identification card for hard-shelled sea turtles found stranded on Irish coasts (adapted
from Wyneken, 2001).
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Leatherback sightings
Species (if known), size (e.g. <1m, 1-2 m, or >2 m long?), the turtle’s behaviour (e.g.
was it swimming, resting, eating a jellyfish, heading east/west), the location of sighting
(reference to nearest landmark e.g. 2 miles southwest of the Fastnet Rock), time and
date, and any other information that you think is relevant.

Leatherbacks stranding alive
Leatherbacks very rarely strand alive in Irish waters. If one is observed in shallow
waters, please leave alone and let nature takes its course as there is very little that can
be done to save it.

Entangled leatherbacks at sea
In reality, very few of us will come across this but if you do, the best thing to do is seek
help as these are very large animals with a very large mouth that could cause a serious
wound. However, if you do want to proceed, then remove as much rope (most likely
from a lobster pot buoy rope) as possible. Ideally, keep the animal’s head above water
(i.e. they need to breathe) but there is probably no way of ensuring this.

If disentanglement is unsuccessful and it is clear that the animal is still alive, tow the
animal to shore. This has to be done very slowly and the head has to be kept above
water. Stop occasionally to allow animal to rest. Only tow leatherback to shore after
consultation with the National Parks and Wildlife Service.

Entangled leatherback turtle at Bertra, Co Mayo (Shay Fennelly).



Stranding dead

Report stranding as soon as possible as
valuable information can be obtained from
such strandings. Measure the Curved
Carapace Length (CCL) and the Curved
Carapace Width (CCW) (Figure 2). To do
so you place a measuring tape at the
anterior (head region) tip of the carapace
(shell) and then run the tape measure
along the central ridge of the shell,
ensuring that you follow the curvature of
the shell, to the posterior tip of the
carapace (Figure 2). Note that you are
measuring a ‘curved surface’ not a flat
surface. If possible, take photo of tail
region with common object of known
length for scale. This is important for
sexing the animal at a later date.

Other species (e.g. loggerheads) are usually cold stunned juveniles. Do NOT put them
back in the sea as it may be possible to rehabilitate them to full health. Place the animal
in a sheltered place on its belly. If inactive raise the back end of the shell to about 30
degrees. Report the turtle as soon as possible

Contacts
Tom Doyle: Coastal & Marine Resources Centre, University College Cork, E-mail:

t.doyle@ucc.ie, Tel: 021 4703119, mobile: 087 1354938 or via www.turtle.ie.
John Davenport: jdavenport@zoology.ucc.ie. Tel: 021 490414 (w) or 021 4897392 (h)

or the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group, www.iwdg.ie.
National Parks and Wildlife Service: Ferdia Marnell, Tel: 01 8882000.
Portrush Coastal Zone: 028 7082 3600.

Aquariums
Many aquariums have good facilities and some experience of handling turtles.

Dingle, Co Kerry: Tel: 066 9152111 www.dingle-oceanworld.ie
Lahinch, Co Clare Tel: 065 7081900 www.iol.ie/~seaworld/aquarium.htm
Galway, Co Galway Tel: 091 5851100 www.atlantaquarium@eircom.net
Bray, Co Wicklow: Tel: 01 286 6939 www.nationalaquarium.ie
Exploris, Co Down: Tel: 028 4272 8062 www.exploris.org.uk

Further information
Irish Sea Leatherback Turtle Project: www.turtle.ie
UK and Irish turtle strandings and sightings: www.strandings.com
Euroturtle (Mediterranean sea turtles): www.euroturtle.org
Marine Conservation Society (UK): www.mcsuk.org
Marine Turtle Newsletter & sea turtles worldwide: www.seaturtle.org
Sea Turtle Trust: www.seaturtletrust.org
Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF): www.panda.org
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Figure 2 The standard curvilinear carapace
length (‘curved carapace length’ or ‘shell
length along the middle ridge’). This is the
most important measurement to take from
a stranded turtle.
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Seals
The best advice to the caller if a pup is reported to you:

Under NO circumstances, put a seal/pup back into the water. Unweaned pups of grey
seals are not strong swimmers and older pups are probably hauled out for a reason.
Pups of harbour/common seals will not survive without their mother, unless weaned. If
weaned they may have secondary problems which could be why they are lying up for
a long time.

With grey seal pups, observe the animal from a distance at least to the next full tide if
there are no apparent injuries or signs of illness. Keep people and dogs away. Check the
sea regularly if the mother returns, as she may be watching from the sea.

Interference too early may prove unnecessary, if not fatal. Do not handle a pup
unnecessarily because there is a risk of rejection by the mother. Seals also have a nasty
bite.

If you are concerned about an animal, call the Irish Seal Sanctuary for advice. Try to
have the following information; size, colour, any injuries, any nasal discharge, can you
approach it or is it aggressive? If you can, stay with it and keep dogs and children away
until you are clear on its condition. Do not put the pup into the water, do not allow
anyone to chase it in. If needed get the beach area blocked off. Only move an animal

Female Grey seal (Oliver Ó Cadhla).
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if it is in imminent danger. If the pup needs to be helped, using a towel or similar to
cover the head, put it into a box. Ensure that there are air holes in the box low
down, near the nose of the animal. If you feel you cannot lift the animal then get
help and form a corridor with towels and encourage the animal to go into the box.'

Seal pups
Grey seals

Grey seals are born during September/October, but this has been changing with
whitecoat pups observed earlier and earlier. The pup is born on the beach and stays
there until it is weaned. The mother does not stay with the pup, but stays in the water
nearby and returns to feed the pup. Grey seals pups are unweaned if the white coat
(lanugo) is still complete or only partially moulted, if the coat is grey/black it is weaned
and more than three weeks old. If the pup is unweaned, check whether the mother is
nearby, since they usually return every 4-6 hours to feed their young and stay fairly
close in the water. Signs of an attendant female would include tracks near the pup,
movement of the pup up and down the beach or in and out of the water.

Grey seal pup.
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Common seals

Common seals are born in May/June, and the pups can swim within hours after being
born. They come on to the shore to rest and feed. The mother will stay with her pup
for about six weeks.

The age of a seal pup can be roughly estimated by the state of the umbilical chord:

Wet: younger than 3 days.
Dry: 4-7 days.
Absent: older than 7 days.

Seal pup is less than 3 foot (90 cm) long: this years pup.
Seal pup is more than 4 foot (1.2m) long: at least a year old.

Newborn pups (with umbilicus) appear thin because they have not yet laid down
blubber, malnourished older pups have prominent pelvis bones, an obvious neck and
their skin looks loose. Healthy seals breath by a series of forceful breaths followed by
breath holding. If the seal breathes continuously it may indicate overheating, stress or
respiratory disease. The breathing noise made should be minimal. A small amount of
watery discharge from eyes and nose is normal in seals but check if there is any mucous
or blood discharged from the mouth.

Seals tend to favor one fore-flipper when moving along.

NB: Healthy pups will often hunch along on their sides and seals of both species will
relax by lying with heads and tail flippers in the air in a banana shape.

• Adult seals can be very dangerous, no attempt should be made to catch
them without experienced help and equipment.

• Always wear gloves (if nothing else available plastic bags will do).

• Pregnant women should not handle seals (danger of brucellosis).

A seal pup can be caught by approaching it from behind, and covering its head with
a towel or coat. Grasp the neck with both hands, roll the pup on its stomach and then
straddle it for examination, gripping the chest and fore flippers with your knees.

• Be careful not to kneel on the seals foreflippers.

Roll the pup to transfer it onto a blanket etc. Never lift a seal pup by the flippers as
this can only be done with training and experience.

!
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Handling – Transport

Seal pups travel well, however they need plenty of ventilation, and for this reason it is
vital to remember that if they lie at the bottom of a box and there are no air holes near
the bottom, CO2 will build up and there is a danger of suffocation for the pup. If it is a
hot day spray the seal intermittently or hose down hind flippers. Younger and
undernourished seal pups may suffer from hypothermia. If you feel the pup is cold,
keep out of draughts and dry the hind flippers. Do not cover with blankets or provide
any loose bedding. Unless the pup is very emaciated it will not need any outside heat
source. Seek advice before attempting to provide any heat.

Holding overnight

House the seal in a quiet place, draft free with floor insulation (rubber mat, towels or
blanket) or off the ground on timber.

Do not provide a heat source. If the animal is cold, towel off water, particularly from the
hind flippers. Only use a heater to take the chill out of the air if the pup is very cold.

• Do not provide loose bedding, as it may be ingested.
• Do not use Jeyes fluid, Dettol or other disinfectants.
• Do not try to feed milk or baby milk to the seal.

Oral rehydration will usually be the most important first measure, contact a seal
sanctuary or vet for advice.

Contacts
Irish Seal Sanctuary: Tel: 01 8354370 www.irishsealsanctuary.ie.

E-mail: info@irishsealsanctuary.ie

Galway County Council vet: Rita Gately, Tel: 087 2860137.
E-mail: rgately@Galwaycoco.ie

Exploris Aquarium: Tel: 028 4272 8062
Quoile Countryside Centre: 028 4461 5520

Local contact person from the Irish Seal Sanctuary: Try to find out about a local contact
before the event.

Further information
Irish Seal Sanctuary: www.irishsealsanctuary.ie/vets/
NPWS: Irish Wildlife manual No.13 Seal survey 1978–2003.
British Divers Marine Life Rescue: www.bdmlr.org.uk/
Marine Conservation Society: www.mcsuk.org
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Otters
Otters have a nasty bite and even injured and sick otters have extremely fast reflexes
and powerful jaws. When handling an otter, thick gloves are more of a hindrance than
protection, except with small cubs. Be aware that an unconscious otter might be more
alert than it seems, and can suddenly turn and bite savagely. Never pick up an otter by
its tail it can be permanently damaged (and so can you).

To transfer an otter to a transport box, have the box prepared and pin the neck and
head of the otter down with an soft broom. If the otter does not react (is unconscious),
scruff the otter (with two hands because of loose folds of skin) around the neck, lift the
otter in the prepared carrying box, and do not let go of the neck until the animal is
safely in the box. The transport box should be sturdy and dark, and be covered if
necessary.

If catching an otter with a dogcatcher, pull the sling over the head and one front leg to
avoid the animal slipping out again.

A thoroughly wet otter can suffer from hypothermia; use a hot water bottle to warm it
up (or plastic bottles with warm water, exchange every 60 minutes if possible).
However, close monitoring is advised if the otter is unconscious and can not evade the
heat source. Due to their thick fur underlay, otters overheat very quickly.

Contacts
Irish Seal Sanctuary: Tel: 01 8354370 www.irishsealsanctuary.ie.
Sabine Springer: Tel: 091 637621 E-mail: croden@iol.ie

Further information
Otter survey 2004/05, Dept. of Environment website, Wildlife Manuals No.23.

SAP (Species Action Plan) for otters in Ireland.

Recuperating otter (Sabine Springer).
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Birds
General rules for handling birds

Keep wings to the body, do not try to catch or hold by the wings only. Cover the bird’s
head. Protect your eyes, as birds will go straight for them, particularly gannets.

Keep the bird at waist level, close to your body. Hold firmly but gently.

Water birds

Ducks Ducks are very difficult to catch. On the beach, especially oiled birds should only
be approached from the seaward side, to cut off their escape route. Always handle
ducks with a towel or cloth, heavy oil will dissolve latex. Always cover the head of any
bird (except swans) to reduce stress.

Swans Swans rest their legs on their backs, so doing this does not mean that they are
injured. A swan bag for transport can be made by cutting a 10 cm hole for the head at
the closed end of a sack, pillowcase or bin bag. Swans are easy to catch with bread.
Priority in handling a swan is to hold the wings folded to its body. Kneeling astride the
animal it is simple to slide the swan bag over it and tie it securely at the end. Swans do
not like to have their head covered, but it is very important to keep control of the head
while catching it, by holding the swan firmly behind the head. If catching cygnets, be
aware that adults will attack you using their wings as weapons (they will not break your
arms or legs). The bite of a swan is harmless, but they do have sharp claws.

Fulmars watch out for regurgitating vomit which is used as a defence mechanism
against predators

Coot scratches with its feet, keep wrapped in a towel

Moorhen hold it with its rear away from you to avoid being splattered with the evil
smelling excrement squirted out with some force in defense.

Grebes handle with stout gloves, they stab with their beaks. Particularly the Great
Crested Grebe is very aggressive.

Grey Heron it is very important to control the beak; it will aim at face and eyes. Always
get control of the head first, the wings are harmless. Tuck feet under body for transport,
covering the head may quieten the animal.

Cormorants Do not tape the beaks because cormorants do not have nostrils, if you
need to hold the mouth closed put a stick or similar item across the inside of the beak
to allow it to continue to breathe.
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Birds of Prey

Can be caught with nets and transported in pet carriers or stout boxes, which should
include a towel. For handling owls and other birds of prey always wear welding or
motorcyclist’s gloves. Birds of prey will throw themselves on to their back and strike
with the razor sharp talons, so offer them something to grip for distraction. To them up,
hold its legs in one gloved hand and its shoulders in the other. Transport in dark boxes.

Corvids

For capture, a large net with a long handle is ideal. If not available, just throw a coat
or blanket over it. Transport in a cat carrier. Ravens might be safer in a cat basket. A
sturdy pair of gloves is needed. The beak can be made safe with an elastic band put on
the END of the beak, but monitor for breathing difficulties and regurgitation. Never
leave an animal alone when muzzled this way.

Seabirds

Most incidents affecting sea-going birds are generally related to oil or chemical
contamination. Rescue with large nets, and always wear protective gloves. Approach the
bird from seaward side to cut off escape route. Seabirds have sharp beaks so take
extreme caution to control the head. Always keep in mind that birds can stretch their
necks, keep them away from your face and hold them at waist level. The bird must be
taken to a first aid facility ASAP. First measures on site: beak, nostrils and eyes should
be wiped clean.

To improve the bird’s chance of survival through the rehab process, keep it on a very
soft surface as pelagic bird cannot take weight on their keel or hocks for prolonged time
and will develop sores and can result in their death.

The bird should be kept warm and hydrated but not too warm to avoid hyperthermia.
Transport in individual boxes. To avoid hypothermia if the weather is cold, hot water
bottles can be improvised by filling plastic bottles with warm water. The bottles should
be replaced every 60 min if the journey takes longer. This greatly increases the chance
of survival for the bird. If well hydrated and warm the bird is less likely to preen. It is
vital that the bird has very good ventilation to prevent it developing aspergillosis.

Manx Shearwaters breed in large colonies on predator free islands off the Irish coast.
They cannot breed successfully where there are mammal predators such as cats, rats
or foxes. Outside their nesting time they circumnavigate the Atlantic Ocean skimming
up their food from the sea as they glide above the wave crests. The only time they
come onto dry land is to breed and even then they only approach land on the darkest
of nights. Evolved to spend their lives in flight over the ocean they are weak and clumsy
on the ground and very vulnerable to predators. Great black-backed gulls, great skuas
and perhaps peregrines wait for them at the colony.
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StrandedManx Shearwater

Every year some Manx Shearwaters become stranded on the mainland and are unable
to get back to the sea. This happens in August and September. They are found by the
roadside, under café tables, in car parks and in town. They seem attracted to lights
especially in fog/drizzle and may be wrecked in gales. Often the person who finds the
bird thinks it is an auk as they are not familiar with shearwaters.

The stranded birds are usually first years, recently fledged. Their parents eventually
leave them in the island nest site, in a burrow, to find there own way to Brazil. Some
of these young birds make an initial mistake and head for the bright lights of town or
simply may be blown ashore in a gale or lost in the fog.

We suggest the following:

• A local organiser might liase with the press, local council and vet as they may be
asked about the birds.

• Check the birds for damage. They are normally placid and should be easy to handle
but wear gloves and take care.

• Keep the bird in a closed cardboard box in a quiet safe place until conditions are right
to release the birds.

Releasing the birds
Wait for a good weather forecast. Avoid onshore gales, incoming storms, poor visibility
and foggy conditions. Release the birds one by one from a high cliff at nightfall in place
away artificial light sources and preferably away from a road. When releasing the
shearwater, first turn your torch off and let the birds have a good look round and
acclimatize to the light levels and then sense when it is ready to go. You can let the bird
take off from your hands or give it a gentle launch if it is reluctant to fly after a few
minutes. Any launch should be away from the immediate cliff top and if you use this
tactic then make sure the bird will not injure itself and is retrievable for a second
attempt. It is important to do this in the dark.

Contacts
Local Birdwatch Ireland group: E-mail: snewton@birdwatchireland.ie.
Padraic Reaney, Galway: Tel: 091 55 54 26 (owls and birds of prey).
Jill and Ian Crosher: E-mail: crosher@eircom.net (manx shearwaters).
ISPCA: E-mail: info@ispca.ie)
Swan Rescue Galway: Tel: 086 38 26 471. www.galwayswanrescue.org.
Oiled Birds, Irish Seal Sanctuary: www.irishsealsanctuary.ie.

Brendan Price: Tel: 01 8354370
Pauline Beades ISS: Tel: 086 3576220 info@irishsealsanctuary.ie.

Further information
Irish Seal Sanctuary: www.irishsealsanctuary.ie/vets/
www.birdweb.net/oileybird.html
www.oiledwildlife.eu
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Cetaceans and the law
The protection of cetaceans in Irish waters is covered by the following legislation: Whale
Fisheries Act of 1937, Wildlife Act of 1976 (Amended 2000), and an amendment to the
Whale Fisheries Act in 1982. The Whale Fisheries Act of 1937 prohibits the hunting of
baleen whales within the exclusive fisheries limits (200 miles) of the State. However, it
was not until 1982 that this act was extended to protect all species of cetaceans,
including dolphins and porpoises, within this area.

The Wildlife Act of 1976 and Amendment (2000) also protects cetaceans from being
hunted but it provided additional protection to the Whale Fisheries Act by protecting
them from wilful interference, including interference with their habitat and destruction
of their breeding places. However, the act only covers the area twelve nautical miles
from the coast.

Ireland is a signatory to a number of international conventions that protect whales and
dolphins. The Whaling Commission came into force in 1948 and established the
International Whaling Commission (IWC). Ireland became a member, and signatory to
the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling on 2nd January 1985.

Ireland is also a signatory to the Convention for the Conservation of Migratory Species
of Wild Animals (Bonn Convention) and the Convention of the Conservation of European
Wildlife (Berne Convention).

The EC Directive on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and of Wild Flora and Fauna
include bottlenose dolphins and harbour porpoises in its list of species of community
interest whose conservation may require the designation of Special Areas of
Conservation (for Annex II species which includes harbour porpoise and bottlenose
dolphin) All cetacean species are included in Annex IV of this directive and entitled to
strict protection.

The agreement on the Conservation of Small Cetaceans of the Baltic and North Seas
(ASCOBANS) came into force on 29th March 1994 and the area covered by the
agreement has recently been extended to include Irish waters. Ireland is not a signatory
to ASCOBANS.

In Northern Ireland all cetaceans are protected under the terms of the Conservation
(Natural Habitats, etc.) Regulations (NI) 1995 (amended 2009). In the event of a
stranding the legal situation should be ascertained from the Wildlife Officer of the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency (Department of the Environment). The Welfare
of Animals Act (NI) 1992 protects all animals against acts which cause unnecessary
suffering.

The USPCA in Northern Ireland has equivalent status to the RSPCA.
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Useful equipment
This list includes items and equipment, which would be useful in the event of a
stranding. Some items may be held by the coastguard, and others by vets.

• Dry suit, or wet suit at the very least
• Sacking or blankets (soaked with water to help keep the animal cool)
• Buckets and shovels
• Sheets and tarpaulin (to move the animal)
• Stakes and rope (sealing off area)
• Wellington boots and protective clothing
• Lighting (e.g. torches)
• Stretchers
• Fireman’s pump
• Forklift truck/lifting equipment
• Boats (to escort animals away)
• Notebook and pencil
• Camera/video camera
• Coloured zinc sunblock (to identify an animal)
• Natural wool in assorted colours
• Measuring tape
• Plastic bags
• First aid box in case of human injury
• Disposable gloves
• Soap, nail brush and disinfectant (for cleaning people afterwards)
• Local tide information

• Two way radio, ideally with marine-band frequency for contacting ships off-shore.
Preferably not CB frequency.

Veterinary equipment
• Thermometer, rectal probe or thermistor
• Stethoscope
• Large Animal Drugs (Pentabarbitone (Republic) or Immobilon (Northern Ireland)
• Large needles (8-10 inches)

Should the animal die
• Post-mortem equipment
• Autopsy gloves
• Flensing knifes
• IWDG Tissue sampling kit

NB: Make sure that the relevant Strandings Co-ordinator has been contacted to allow
details and possible post-mortem of the stranding to be recorded and passed on to the
appropriate bodies.

Contact numbers can be found in the inside front cover of this book.
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Human health and safety

• Shower or wash well after dealing with the incident and before handling food, etc.
NB: Cetaceans frequently carry organisms capable of causing serious illness in humans.
Any cut or graze on the hands should be covered with a waterproof plaster before
approaching an animal. Also any skin wound sustained during a rescue, however small,
should be cleaned, disinfected and drawn to the attention of a medical practitioner.

• Beware of animals thrashing about. Treat the tails of even small animals with great
caution as a blow from the tail can maim or, in extreme circumstances, kill.

• Strandings often occur on tidal mud flats or sand banks. In these cases, keep a
constant check on the state of the tide to avoid personnel becoming trapped.

• When people are in the water with the animals, ensure that someone on shore is
monitoring the situation.

• Ensure that life jackets, life-lines and other safety devices are used at all times.

• During cold weather, hypothermia is a serious dangers and must be guarded against.

• To reduce the danger of treacherous waters and tide, it is always desirable to have
someone in attendance with local knowledge, e.g. Coastguard.

• If humane destruction is necessary, extreme care is needed particularly with regard
to the public. Firearms should only be used by an experienced operator and the public
must be kept well away in case the bullet leaves the body. Take advice if necessary
from the gardai, PSNI officer or a military fire-arms officer.

• It is important to repeat that, in the case of drug euthanasia, safe disposal of the
carcass is essential. Burial is usually the best solution. When this happens, the body
must be punctured to prevent the carcass from becoming bloated with gas.

• Some local authorities in Ireland have developed their own protocols for disposing of
stranded carcasses.

Fin Whale, Courtmacsherry, Co. Cork (Padraig Whooley).




