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it’s been far too long since the IWDG
produced a fully-fledged magazine
for its members and the general
public. The economic downturn
shifted the group’s focus to a digital

alternative in recent years, but the e-zine
just doesn’t quite cut it when it came to
engaging readers, so we are back to our
original format once again.

Flukes will keep you up to date on the
work of the IWDG, with articles directly
from those involved, alongside news
about our whales, dolphins and
porpoises, which would otherwise not
receive the attention they deserve.

Communication has been key to the
IWDG since its inception back in 1990
when the group’s message and science
was made accessible to everyone
through the Irish Whale and Dolphin
Group Newsletter, published in December
of that year. Since then, the newsletter
has been meticulously managed by
various hands and evolved into IWDG
News, and then into Míol Mór, and finally
into this, its latest iteration, Flukes.

So, why change the name once again?
Simply put, we needed a word to
represent all of our cetacean species
equally and not overlook any species, as
we may have done in the past. All species
share this common feature, the fluke,

and, while it’s usually associated with
carrying out photo-identification on large
whales, without a tail fluke our species
wouldn’t go very far in the water!

The last few months have seen a
reshuffling within the group to help turn
the IWDG once again into an active and
effective force for the conservation of
cetaceans, as it was before the economic
crash (which put strains on the group).

A major step in this renewed effort has
been the redevelopment of the group’s
website, along with its new fluke-
orientated branding, to bring these
amazing animals back to the forefront of
the collective Irish wildlife psyche, where
they deserve to be.

My thanks to all contributors to this
issue. And finally, I hope everyone enjoys
the magazine’s resurrection!

seán O’Callaghan, Editor

A new magazine, a new
website, and a renewed
focus on the conservation
of Ireland’s cetaceans…

❝
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By Trea Heapes, Group Coordinator
& Communications Officer

The IWDG website was once the envy
of other organisations, but in recent
years it has become quite outdated.
This year, we have aimed to fix that.

After carefully selecting a web
development company, we put
together a web design team
responsible for branding and design

decision-making.
Gathering content proved more

challenging, not for the lack of it, but
for the task of sifting through the
huge amount of images, stories and
research material that the group has
amassed over its first 28 years. The
story of IWDG is an incredible one and
you should all take a bow....

We settled on a look and feel or
‘brand’ choice that would ensure the

best options for the website and for
the merchandising, so that it would
appeal to all of our members and to
site visitors.

We hope the website offers
something for everyone, young and
old, for those with scientific
backgrounds and for those lay
people like myself who are just
interested in nature, the ocean 
and all that live in it 

By Dr simon Berrow, 
Chief Executive Officer

The IWDG and
the National
Biodiversity Data
Centre (NBDC),

based in Waterford, have become
strategic partners in the recording of
cetaceans. We are considered a model
for “citizen science” and we are joining
forces with the NBDC to promote this
system of biological recording.

Citizen science has been described as
“the collection and analysis of data
relating to the natural world by
members of the general public, typically
as part of a collaborative project with

professional scientists.” Not a catchy
description, I know, and a word I don’t
like, but the iWDG Cetacean Stranding
and Sighting Schemes have been
managed by the IWDG for twenty-eight
years now and are an excellent example
of how empowering a network of
interested people – prepared to visit
strandings or to stand on headlands and
record their observations in a
systematic, robust way – can make a
huge contribution to our knowledge and
understanding of the natural world.

IWDG schemes can identify trends in
strandings or in the distribution of
whales and dolphins, or identify unusual
stranding events or sightings. They can
do this with rigour, which ensures that 

those responsible for managing threats
and pressures on whales and dolphins,
or for conserving species and habitats,
can be very confident in the data. This is
powerful.

The NBDC has developed a wonderful
online system of capturing biological
data and sharing it with recorders. It has
also developed software for presenting
these data, including mapping tools,
trend analysis and providing recorder
feedback.

The NBDC is also working with IWDG
data to see how these tools can be
rolled out to support the larger wildlife
recording community.

The IWDG is very grateful to Barry
O’Neill and to Dr Liam Lysaght at the
NBDC for their ongoing support of our
work, and we look forward to developing
citizen-science recording in Ireland even
further

New recording partnership
IWDG and National Biodiversity Data Centre join forces

By Pádraig Whooley, sightings Officer

If you are a new or existing member and would like to become more
involved in recording local sightings but feel you don’t have the necessary
skills, we are holding a number of events in 2019 that might interest you.

We will be holding our All-ireland Whale Watch Day on Saturday,
August 24th, between 2.00-5.00pm. This event is once again supported by
our partners at Inis and takes place during Heritage Week, which runs
from August 17-25th. We hope to be able to run twenty events on the day
and, again, these will be free, guided and land-based with no booking
necessary. Just show up with a pair of binoculars and a sense of
adventure and humour!

The IWDG hosted a number of free, guided, land-based whale watches
around Ireland during National Biodiversity Week, which ran from 
May 18-26th. We hope they were enjoyed by all who attended.

• FIND OUT MORE  For details on iWDG events, see the back page

Join us on a headland
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Whale watch above keem Beach, Achill island, 
Co Mayo, on May 4th, 2019

New website, new branding

Join our coastal whale watches in August



4 Flukes

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
: P

ád
ra

ig
 W

ho
ol

ey

Spring 2019

During 2018 we received and validated 1,426 cetacean
and basking shark sighting records from all inshore
Irish waters. The one thing that stands out from
these is that there is no stand-out record that

jumps off the pages and screams: “Bloody hell! What on 
earth is that doing here?”

In particular, I’m referring to Arctic vagrants such as
bowhead and beluga whales. That is not to say that these
species were absent from Irish waters; rather, they have not
been reported to us yet, if they did occur.

So if you are hanging onto any sightings from last year that
have you baffled, or perhaps you’ve some images or video
clips of a mystery whale, please forward them to us with
details and we’ll do our best to help you unravel the mystery.

Of the 1,426 records, 62% were reported during the five
months from April to August, reflecting the seasonal bias in
reporting. July was the peak month, with 224 records (16%).
Best not to over-interpret this; it merely reflects the summer
holiday period, better weather, etc, all of which results in a lot
more observer effort and, with a lot more people looking,
more sightings.

Almost 90% of records were confirmed to species level, 
with just 144 where we couldn’t determine the species with
confidence; these were allocated to non-species categories,
but they are still useful records.

The harbour porpoise, as usual, was the most frequently
recorded and widespread species, with 332 records (23%).
This was followed by the common dolphin, with 262 records
(18%).

In third place was our smallest baleen whale, the minke, with
239 records (17%). Minkes are the one whale species that can
be seen occasionally outside of the south-west whale hotspots.

In fourth place was the bottlenose dolphin with 161 records
(11%). Ulster’s north coast counties of Antrim, Derry and Donegal

produced the highest number of these records, with the west
coast not far behind with fifty-one. This is an interesting
change, as for many years the data would have shown the
west coast as the best region for bottlenose dolphin sightings.

In fifth place was the humpback whale, with 116 records
(8%), followed by the fin whale in sixth place, with 75 records
(5%).

Risso’s dolphin in eighth place had a relatively strong year,
with 31 records (2%). Everyone’s favourite apex predator, the
killer whale, aka Orca, was in ninth place, with six confirmed
records… and amazingly, despite their scarcity, they still
managed to make the main RTÉ News on two occasions,
with actual footage, in March and November 2018.

So what happened to seventh place? Alas, this spot goes
to a fish, as IWDG has always treated the planet’s second
biggest shark as an “honorary whale.” The basking shark in
seventh place had 60 records (4%), which seemed like a lot
at the time of their brief season but is a long way off their
2009 peak of 240 records.

Regarding large whales, it can be difficult to see the trends
from year to year. The 2018 humpback whale figures (see
first table, below) show that, as a percentage of all sightings,
humpbacks seem to have been consistent in recent years.
But if we go back a decade to 2008, we only had twenty-
seven humpback sightings, just 1.6% of the total that year. 
This is a significant increase.

Fin whales, by comparison, are showing no such
percentage increase, as the 2018 figures are identical to
those from 2008, at 5%.

But perhaps a more telling statistic is a decadal
comparison (2008-2018) of the cumulative number of
individuals from all sightings: see the table below.

The effect of this is quite evident in west Cork, where, back
in the early 2000s, we got used to impressive fin whale trip
tallies. I recall one trip on the Holly Jo in November 2004 when
we stopped counting fin whales at around 40+ animals, for
fear that people wouldn’t believe us. This seems like a long
time ago now. In recent years, fin whales have become much
scarcer and, when we do see them, they are present in nothing
like their former numbers and are invariably passing quickly
through this once-productive patch, as they search in vain for
a dwindling supply of their favourite food… sprat.

Humpbacks, by comparison, are doing much better and
seem to have adjusted to the new reality of declining sprat
stocks by switching to sand eels much earlier in the year 
(April to July). So it’s not all bad news... but it is all change 

Editor’s note: The first humpback whale of 2019 was reported
on the 16th of April off west Cork.

species sightings
(% in 2015)

sightings
(% in 2016)

sightings
(% in 2017)

sightings
(% in 2018)

Humpback whale 114
(7.9%)

144
(8.4%)

117
(7.4%)

116
(8.0%)

Fin whale 63
(4.3%)

115
(6.7%)

59
(3.7%)

75
(5.0%)

species No of individuals
sighted in 2008

No of individuals
sighted in 2018

Change

Humpback
whale

60 273 +354%

Fin whale 517 190 -63%

SIGHTINGS

Humpback whales appear to be trending
upwards, while fin whales are on the slide.
Sightings Officer Pádraig Whooley analyses
the sightings results from 2018

2018: the sightings
year in review

Common dolphins
surfacing off west Cork
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As signs of spring can finally be seen on a slightly
soggy west coast of Ireland, the Irish Whale and
Dolphin Group Cetacean Strandings Scheme is
approaching its next landmark. With a total of 3,953

records on the database, we are only forty-seven away from a
remarkable 4,000 records.

This achievement reflects the hard work and enthusiasm of
countless people over the years (I’m not going to mention
names, because I can’t mention everybody… and how could I
leave anyone out?!).

In 1990, a group of interested people had the foresight to
see that this island of ours needed a charitable organisation
to provide a voice for what were then (mostly) the unknown
members of a large number of our native mammal species.
Mention of whales and dolphins here back in the 1980s
conjured up visions of tropical beaches or mountainous waves
in the southern oceans, not cliffs and beaches with the smell
of turf smoke in the air and comely maidens dancing at the
crossroads… or was that the 1950s?!

While the main focus of the IWDG is cetaceans, we also take
records of basking sharks and turtles so that their
strandings do not go unrecorded (and they are generally
reported by the same beachcombers); since 1990, some 74 (or
2.16%) of all stranding records have been ‘non-cetacean.’

The first stranding record on the IWDG database dates from
1753 – a sperm whale stranded at Castlehaven, Co Cork. Who
could have known then that, 250 years later, this would be the
base for one of the first commercial whalewatching boats in
Ireland and the site of many large whale surveys over the years!

Much credit is due to the IWDG founders who saw fit to
establish the Sightings and Strandings Schemes, and this is
reflected by the fact that 3,428 (87%) of all stranding records
date from 1990 to the present day, not because of a change
in actual strandings but because of changes in the ability to
report, validate and record them.

The support for the Strandings Scheme over the years has

been phenomenal, from the initial development of the
website database, to the countless thousands of people
who have reported strandings (without whom the scheme
couldn’t function) and the stranding network volunteers
who brave the elements to check out reported strandings,
and the National Parks and Wildlife Service who, in recent
years, have provided annual funding towards the costs of
running the scheme.

When we bought a site to build a house twenty years ago,
the first thing we did was plant several hundred native trees
there – the “mind’s eye” picture was a small piece of
woodland with paths running through it. It took years, and
sometimes seemed like it would never get there, but
eventually, despite setbacks, it turned out as planned. I
hope that the same applies to the Strandings Scheme –
that a humble seed was planted in the Irish cetacean
wilderness of 1990 with a picture in mind. A picture where
the scheme ultimately reached a place where its annual
figures gave a good reflection of trends, year on year. A
scheme where unusual mortality events (such as common
dolphins, beaked whales and sperm whales in recent
years) could be picked up and noticed, leading to action by
state and international agencies (e.g., the recent post-
mortem scheme for common dolphins, striped dolphins
and harbour porpoises and international investigations into
the deaths of Cuvier’s beaked whales in 2018).

So, to all those who were involved at the start, and to all
those who have contributed over the years, I hope we have
lived up to your expectations and that the results that are
starting to show now are reward for your efforts.

At the end of the day, it is all about learning more about
cetaceans and the threats to them in our waters. Hopefully
we can then try to minimise those threats as much as we
can, using the information we have as effectively as 
possible

Strandings Officer Mick O’Connell provides an overview of strandings recorded through
Irish history and on the impact of those reported to the IWDG since 1990

STRANDINGS

Strandings: nearly 4,000 to date
Stranded sperm whale at Mace Head,
Co Galway, on March 31st, 2019 
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) The winter refit of the Celtic
Mist was delayed somewhat
this year by the fact that our
winter berth in Grand Canal

Docks in Dublin did not become
available until the New Year. The result
was that we had some catching up to
do when we got into the dock in mid-
February. While many tasks had been
started while laying in Poolbeg Yacht
Club (on Pigeon House Road), the push
was on to get items tackled and the ‘to-
do’ list reduced.

There was also the natural reluctance
to tackle the bilges, often a dark and
nasty place, but the gang set to and we
now have the prettiest bilges in Irish
waters! Currently, the engine-room bilge
is getting the treatment and is looking
the better for it already.

We dried out at the scrubbing block
at Poolbeg on March 20th. This was
done in order to freshen up the anti-
fouling, but also to complete a condition
survey for our insurer. We also fitted our
new depth sounder and we can now
observe our underwater companions
with great clarity.

Other tasks included the complete
refurbishment of the chain lockers, a
new 30-metre shot of chain for the
starboard anchor, replacement of
hydraulic pipes for the steering, a
replacement auto-helm pump motor,
new genoa track and refurbishment of
many sole boards and covers. 

Our boarding ladder had a mishap or
two, but the happy outcome is that we
now have two boarding ladders!

The outline plan for this summer

starts with two weeks as the floating
classroom between Dublin and Cork,
from May 19th to June 1st. Nineteen
schools will be visited between Arklow,
Co Wicklow, and Crosshaven, Co Cork,
where students will learn about Irish
marine biodiversity from the iWDG,
the irish Wildlife Trust, Marine
Dimensions and the irish Ocean
Literacy Network.

Celtic Mist will then attend Seafest in
Cork on the June bank holiday weekend,
and the plan from June into August is
centred around surveying the 100-metre
bathymetric contour line from Cork to
Galway, looking for large whales during
week-long surveys. It appears that there
is a great deal of cetacean activity in
and around the 100-metre depth, so this
will be explored by IWDG members, but
we hope to gather further information
on this apparently important feature in
conjunction with the IWDG’s new
WhaleTrack ireland project.

We also intend to appear for the
Cruinniú na mBád festival in Kinvara, Co
Galway, in early August, followed by day-
trip surveys of Tralee and Brandon Bays
in north Kerry to gather information on
the bottlenose dolphins in the area,
and then head back towards Dublin for
training in September.

We have a number of new skippers
and mates this year, so the intention is
to make them familiar with Celtic Mist
and its systems.

The whole show depends on our crew
of volunteers. They put in the hard work,
managed by Mick O’Meara, and
whether they are there every Thursday
and Saturday or just occasionally, when
they can make it, they are always
welcome and essential. My heartfelt
thanks, and the IWDG’s, to them all

CELTIC MIST

Fiacc O’Brolchain (IWDG Director) describes the planned
summer itinerary of the IWDG research yacht, Celtic Mist

Research and outreach

Celtic Mist at Poolbeg Yacht Club, Dublin, during the refit Schoolchildren in killybegs, Co Donegal, visit the Celtic Mist

Celtic Mist sailing off the Blaskets, Co kerry, in September 2017, with fin whale in foreground
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By Neill Barnaby, 
iWDG member

This year’s winter refit of
the Celtic Mist followed on
from the major painting
work started on the
yacht’s outside surfaces
last year. Celtic Mist
returned from the trip to
Iceland in the summer of
2018 still looking good, so
we knew our system of 
de-rusting and painting
had worked well.

Many hidden areas have
been tackled this time
around – most notably
following the engine vent
ducts down through the
cabins to the engine room.
This involved removing
wooden panelling,
revealing other work that
was needed to consolidate
wiring, fix the plumbing

and make the bulkheads
watertight. We have been
described as Houdinis for
crawling into these tight
corners!

The jobs list for work
parties shifts as jobs are
completed, thereby
keeping a steady flow of
workers to new work
areas. The planning by
Fiacc O’Brolchain and
Mick O’Meara, organising
the many varied jobs to
suit all volunteers, keeps
the process running
smoothly.

Members travel long
distances to visit Dublin:
they volunteer from Cork,
Limerick and Sligo. I often
stop on my way to or from
my work as Shannon ferry
master in west Clare; I
have even come over from
Wales on the night ferry

just for a day so I could
get things painted before
the team arrived.

My own association with
the Irish Whale and
Dolphin Group started
back in the 1990s when
Simon Berrow began
using the Shannon ferry to
record bottlenose dolphin
sightings. I was also
involved with the initial

conversion work on Celtic
Mist during 2011/2012 in
Kilrush.

I am glad to have met and
worked with the many
experienced sailors who
have been involved with the
Celtic Mist over the years;
they make the IWDG’s
summer research voyages
so very popular and
enjoyable for members

Refitting the Mist
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TALES FROM THE MIST

Neill Barnaby painting under the Celtic Mist’s cabin seating

By Conal O’Flanagan, 
iWDG Director & secretary

We had a great few days,
leaving Ísafjörður in the
Westfjords and motoring
past Iceland’s north-west
salient, the Hornstrandir,
with the Drangajökull
glacier, icebergs and
Iceland’s stunning cliffs lit by
the midnight sun.

We had stayed in
Siglufjörður and Dalvík,
fishing villages perched
between the fjord walls and
the sea. And we had seen
good numbers of
humpback whales and
some white-beaked
dolphins on the way. But
now we were on our last day
at sea, motor-sailing from
the amazing island of
Grimsey to our final port of
call at Húsavík. We

wondered if we would have
any more sightings to round
off the week. And we sure
did….

Just outside Skjálfandi
Bay, we spotted more blows
and flukes. Cameras rolled
and amazing footage and
photos were captured as we
found ourselves watching
multiple humpbacks
bubble-feeding only a few
metres from us.

Then we saw an animal
surface alongside and,
unlike the humpbacks, which
start to dive a few seconds
after surfacing, this one
kept coming… and coming…
and coming. It was huge.
Eventually it showed a tiny
fin and we could see its
mottled blue-grey colour:
we were looking at a blue
whale. Then, alongside it,
was another fin. Two blue

whales, a mother-and-calf
pairing. What a way to end
our week!

After a few more sightings
of the pair, they went their
way and we went ours,
towards Húsavík, and soon
we were surrounded by
humpbacks again.
Everywhere we looked there
were blows, fins and flukes,
and some were breaching.

After all the photography
finished up, it was time to
switch off the engine, drift
and just live in the moment.
And as we watched, the

whales came to us, time and
time again, feeding just
below the surface,
sometimes passing just
under the boat. For all of us
it was a never-to-be-
forgotten experience.

But nothing lasts forever
and eventually the engine
was switched on and we
headed to Húsavík, full in
the knowledge that we had
truly kept the best wine till
last.

Thanks to all who made 
it possible

Conal O’Flanagan on the look-out for whales in an icelandic fjord

Iceland expedition:
the director’s cut
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By Tony Whelan, 
Canola Pictures

Two weeks ago, a storm
had stopped us coming to
Inis Oírr. Tonight, Friday,
March 22nd, we step off the
Aran Islands ferry onto its
exposed pier. An island taxi
with as many as it can carry,
and as much of our gear as
it can hold, disappears into
the night.

Dr Simon Berrow and
myself follow on foot along
pitch-black lanes, in search
of Áras Éanna. Over the
next ten minutes, our night
senses kick in, with us
walking in quietness save
only for the rumble of the
sea. Night without light is a
rare thing in our
contemporary world. It is a
forgotten joy. Primeval. Bliss.

This was one takeaway

moment from the IWDG On
the Trail of The Whale
library tour of Ireland, a
tour that has given me
many such moments. An
audience spilling onto the
stage to sit in Cultúrlann
Sweeney, Kilkee. Librarian
Kay arranging tea and
cakes for 25+ locals in the
landlocked Monaghan Town
Library. People listening.
Hearing a mother’s Icelandic
perspective through the
south-west Clare prose of
crewmate Frances. Wildlife
film footage applauded in
the Lexicon in Dún
Laoghaire. Every librarian.
Crewmates and Kerrymen
Barry and Séamus speaking
as Gaeilge in the Tralee Bay
Wetlands Centre. Rewards
beyond effort.

Twenty venues, thirteen
counties and over 1,000

viewers later, On the Trail
of the Whale has brought
our Icelandic story to a
diverse range of people,
thanks to the continued
support the IWDG receives
from Inis. Thanks also to
Pamela Cullen for

organising it.
The tour was about

sharing experiences, and
for me as a filmmaker to
encourage people to care
about our seas. When we
care, we can change. 
I hope we managed

‘On the Trail of the Whale’ library tour

ICELAND

Simon Berrow talking about the expedition in Tralee, Co kerry

The IWDG research
vessel Celtic Mist
sailed to Iceland
between May and

July 2018 and spent a month
exploring Icelandic waters. 
It was the longest journey
Celtic Mist had ever made.

Ireland and Iceland share a
humpback whale population,
with the same individual
whales having been recorded
in both Icelandic and Irish
waters, sometimes within the
same year.

We aimed to locate
humpback whales and other
cetacean species to obtain
more photo-identification
images and also to build
relationships with
researchers and managers,
reminding them of our

shared responsibilities and to
strengthen our connections.

During the month-long
2,500nml navigation of
Iceland’s west, north and east
coasts, we visited many
coastal communities and
talked about marine
conservation, whaling and
the effects of climate
change.

We had nearly 100
sightings of at least thirteen
cetacean species. The most
frequently sighted species
was the humpback whale,
predominantly seen in the
Westfjords and around
Skjálfandi Bay, but minke
whales and white-beaked
dolphins were also abundant.
A blue whale with a calf was
a highlight for the team.

During the whole expedition
we photographed fifty-five
individual humpback whales
and, of these, only seven had
been recorded previously,
meaning forty-eight had not
been recorded in Iceland before.

We created a catalogue and
shared it with colleagues in
Iceland and elsewhere, and one
of our new whales was
matched to a breeding ground
in Guadeloupe in the
Caribbean, having been
recorded there seven years
earlier. Another one of these
humpback whales was familiar

to us: HBiRL25, who had been
seen five years previously, in
2013, off west Kerry.

Thirty IWDG members
participated in the expedition,
all volunteers. We thank our
skippers for taking on the
responsibility of Celtic Mist
and our sponsors Inis for 
their support of this, the most
adventurous expedition the
IWDG has undertaken to date

• FIND OUT MORE A full cruise
report can be downloaded at
bit.ly/2VEp3xq.

Dr Simon Berrow reflects on the 2018 Ireland
to Iceland Humpback Whale Expedition
aboard the Celtic Mist

Celtic Mist surveying off Ólfasvik in the Westfjords, iceland

To the Arctic
and back
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Plastic is the buzzword nowadays in any
news remotely marine-related and
rightly so, to a degree. Ever since
images of marine life struggling to cope
with becoming entangled in or ingesting
our manufactured waste, were beamed
to millions of homes in 2017 by the BBC
in Blue Planet II, the general public and,
indeed, governments have mobilised to
tackle the scourge of this very visible
problem.

If only even more far-reaching,
modern-day issues like our drastic
biodiversity loss and changing climate
could receive the same level of
attention....

Between 1990-2015, 2,934 cetaceans
(involving nineteen species) were
recorded stranded in Ireland. Post-
mortems were carried out on 528 of
these stranded or, in some cases,

bycaught animals, which revealed the
presence of manmade marine debris in
the digestive tracts of 48 individuals
(8.5% of the sample), varying from
micro-plastics to fisheries-related debris.

The species with debris present within
their digestive tracts included harbour
porpoise, common, striped, bottlenose
and Risso’s dolphins, along with
humpback, fin and killer whales, in
addition to True’s, Sowerby’s and
Cuvier’s beaked whales. (But this does
not necessarily mean that they all died
from eating our waste.)

On the other hand, 52.7% of these
almost 3,000 animals were found to
have died as a result of becoming
entangled in fishing gear or being
bycaught.

Unfortunately, these widespread
deaths out on the high seas seldom

receive the same media attention as
individual animals found with shocking
levels of plastic inside them, since we can
relate more to everyday items turning up
in a whale’s stomach than to drowning
dolphins out in the Atlantic

• FIND OUT MORE Lusher, AL, Hernandez-
Milian, G, Berrow, S, Rogan, E and O’Connor, i
(2018) Incidence of marine debris in cetaceans
stranded and bycaught in Ireland: Recent
findings and a review of historical knowledge.
Environmental Pollution 232 467-476.

Beaked whales have an aura about them
that few large mammals still possess
globally. Largely shrouded in mystery, all
we really knew about these whales up
until about twenty years ago was what we
derived from stranded individuals or even
bits of bones that indicated a species’
presence. However, with advances in
technology, we have begun to develop
real insights into these denizens of the
deep.

State-of-the-art static acoustic
monitoring devices called AMARs
(Autonomous Multi-channel Acoustic
Recorders) were deployed at eight
stations along the edge of the
continental shelf, from the Rockall Trough
to the Porcupine Seabight, some 95 to
330km off Ireland, with four being
deployed on the northern slopes of the
shelf in 2015 and four along the southern
slopes in 2016.

The AMARs were a major component
of the government-funded ObSERVE-
Acoustic project that was delivered by
the Galway-Mayo institute of
Technology in collaboration with the
iWDG and JASCO Applied Sciences.

The AMARs were
used to detect both
toothed and baleen
whales, with an
emphasis on deep-
diving species, to
investigate their
offshore occurrence
and distribution… and
they did just that.

Beaked whales
were found to be
more common off
Ireland than
previously thought.
Cuvier’s and
Sowerby’s beaked whales, along with
northern bottlenose whales (also
beaked whales), were all detected over
the two-year recording period.

Detections of Sowerby’s beaked
whales were most prevalent at higher
latitudes, while Cuvier’s beaked whales
were detected more frequently at lower
latitudes, which may indicate that
segregation between the species occurs
due to prey preferences.

Without this ambitious acoustic project

we would never have expanded our
understanding of these seldom
sighted and stranded species

• FIND OUT MORE kowarski, k, 
Delarue, J, Martin, B, O’Brien, J, Meade, R,
Ó Cadhla, O, and Berrow, S (2018)
Signals from the deep: Spatial and temporal
acoustic occurrence of beaked whales off
western Ireland. PLoS ONE 13(6): e0199431.
You can download a pdf of this paper at
bit.ly/2GWbhOM.

New insights into beaked whales off Ireland

RESEARCH
■ Science Officer Seán O’Callaghan reviews two
recent Irish cetacean research papers

The effects of modern day
living on our cetaceans

An entangled common dolphin stranded 
at Doughmore, Doonbeg, Co Clare, in 2013

An AMAR acoustic recording device being retrieved by the
ILV Granuaile crew during the Observe-Acoustic project



■ News from the conservation front at
home and abroad

New inshore fishing
restrictions
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By Dr simon Berrow

The IWDG has welcomed the
decision by the Minister for
Agriculture, Food and the
Marine, Michael Creed TD,
to restrict trawlers greater
than 18 metres in length to
fishing outside six nautical
miles from the coast.

This is a good decision for
coastal fish stocks, and for
coastal communities. Healthy
and diverse fish populations
are essential for maintaining
a rich marine biodiversity,
and the IWDG sees great
synergy between proper
fisheries management at a

local scale and marine
conservation objectives.

The IWDG lodged a
detailed submission during
the consultation process and
made a case that such
restrictions would protect
important prey species such
as herring, sprat and sand
eels.

The IWDG regrets that
trawling for sprat will be
phased out over the next
three years, but appreciates
that a transition period is
important for boats that
relied on sprat for a
significant part of their
income. Sprat is one of the

most important species
inshore, supporting a range
of predators from whales
and dolphins to seabirds,
sharks and important
commercial fish species such
as cod and hake. The IWDG
would like to see a
management plan put in
place to protect these
inshore stocks.

The IWDG hopes that this
announcement is just a first

step in the support of marine
conservation measures and,
in the future, the IWDG will
be looking for more marine
conservation zones.

Marine conservation does
not need to conflict with
fishing, and it should respect
it as a legitimate use of our
marine resources, but not at
the detriment of all other
sectors

By seán O’Callaghan

Whaling is a word that feels
archaic, as if it’s from the
distant past. If only it could
be left there.... Since the
international Whaling
Commission’s moratorium on
commercial whaling came
into existence 33 years ago,
whaling as a practice has
persisted under a variety of
guises: aboriginal
subsistence, scientific, small
cetacean drive hunts and,
indeed, also to a limited
degree as continued
commercial whaling.

For some species it may
not be seen as a
conservation issue because
of the low population impact
perceived from population
estimates derived for a
particular region, but more
as a welfare issue, which
would be expected when an
individual animal is shot with
an explosive-tipped harpoon,
or while having its spinal cord

severed after being scared
ashore.

The continuation of
whaling nowadays is
understandable from an
aboriginal subsistence point
of view, where limited
alternative food sources are
available and the entirety of
the animal is used to
exclusively feed coastal
communities, but when a slab
of humpback whale appears
in a local supermarket for
sale to any passing punter, a
line has been crossed.

With the world’s three
large whaling nations now
targeting large whales
through commercial whaling
once again in the North
Atlantic and Pacific, Norway,
Iceland and Japan are
collectively setting a
precedent for the single-use
exploitation of the great
whales once again.

Ireland is not without sin
when it comes to commercial
whaling, at least historically,

with active operations in the
mid-1700s and early 1900s,
punctuated by drive hunts
when the opportunity arose.
However, times have
changed and so have we,
along with the majority of
the world’s nations.

Commercial whaling is
what reduced the world’s
whale populations to
startlingly low levels in the
past century, over a rather

short space of time. Bearing
in mind the drastic changes
since then in how we use
the oceans, in addition to
the intensifying efforts of
the three whaling nations,
we really do need to ask
ourselves is it worth killing
whales for cultural pride, to
make dog food, feed into a
tourist’s ‘bucket list’ and
craft beer with testicle
extract? 

21st century commercial whaling

CONSERVATION

Fin whales feeding near a fishing boat off Hook Head, Co Wexford

An icelandic fin whaling ship in 2018



Text by Dr Simon Berrow & Pádraig Whooley
WhaleTrack Ireland is an exciting new project that aims to establish where large baleen whales in Irish waters are coming
from and going to, and to determine their behaviour and ecology. This project will not only involve dedicated research by
the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) but will seek to engage with “citizen scientists” – that’s you!

What are citizen scientists?
Citizen science is described as “the collection of data
relating to the natural world by members of the
general public, typically as part of a collaborative
project with professional scientists.” We, in the IWDG,
have been encouraging and working with citizen
scientists for decades, especially through our well
known Stranding and Sighting Schemes.

WhaleTrack Ireland will encourage citizen scientists
to report sightings of large baleen whales to the IWDG
and to send any images of these whales captured on
camera to the IWDG. We especially want images of
humpback whale flukes so we can see if they have
been recorded in Ireland or elsewhere.

You can submit your sightings and images here
http://records.iwdg.ie/sighting.php?sid=x
or here bit.ly/2Vaym90.

WhaleTrack Ireland i

WhaleTrack Ireland is funded by Ryanair through the
company’s Carbon Offset Program, which is supported
by voluntary donations made by Ryanair customers
during the booking process.
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The Latin name for the humpback whale genus is
Megaptera,meaning “big wings,” a reference to its long
pectoral fins, and so it’s fitting that this is a collaboration
with Ryanair. To all of you who have supported this
partnership, we thank you and we hope you find
WhaleTrack Ireland of interest.

WhaleTrack Ireland will focus initially on humpback
whales and fin whales, but we hope to expand it in the
future to include blue whales and minke whales.



ii WhaleTrack Ireland

Photo-identification
One of the aims of WhaleTrack Ireland is to obtain useful
images of whales that will facilitate their recognition as
individuals, by photographing unique and usually
naturally-occurring permanent markings. This technique
is known as photo-identification (or photo-ID) and is
widely used today on a range of whale and dolphin
species. It was first used on humpback whales way back
in the 1970s.

We will share photo-ID images with overseas researchers
and larger catalogues, such as the North Atlantic
Humpback Whale Catalogue, to determine if an animal
has been recorded elsewhere.

For a guide on how best to take images for photo-ID see
www.iwdg.ie/whaletrack/capturing_useful_images.pdf
or see bit.ly/2H024ET.
The first six animals in the Irish Humpback Whale Photo
Identification Catalogue are as follows:

Some fin whales can be recognised from
notches on their dorsal fin, patterns on their
flanks or scars from ship collisions or other
sources.

All good images are potentially useful as they
may reveal important information on the
movements of these whales.

Elements of the project
WhaleTrack Ireland has a number of elements.
We wish to encourage the reporting of large
whale sightings to the IWDG, so we can learn
more about where and when they occur in Irish
waters.

We also want to capture useful images of these
whales to try to recognise individuals by
matching them with images in the Irish
humpback and fin whale catalogues.

Images of humpback tail flukes are best, but we
can also use photos of dorsal fins or even of
scars left by barnacles.

HBIRL01 Stags, w Cork, 1-12-’12 (Simon Duggan) HBIRL02 Waterford/Cork, 17-10-’08 (P Whooley)

HBIRL03 west Cork, 16-8-’05 (Jon Stokes) HBIRL04 1-12-’12 (Simon Duggan)

HBIRL05 11-’04 (Mike Brown) HBIRL06 Stags, west Cork, 28-11-’12 (P Whooley)
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I got it!



WhaleTrack Ireland iii

Genetic sampling
A further objective of WhaleTrack
Ireland is to collect biopsy
samples. These are obtained by
firing a dart into the whale to take
a small plug of skin and blubber.
These samples can then be used
to determine their gender, what
breeding stock they belong to,
explore their diet through stable
isotope analysis, and investigate
threats from persistent pollutants.
This work is in collaboration with
the Galway-Mayo Institute of
Technology and the University of
Groningen in the Netherlands.
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This is important, as whales
such as humpbacks only
feed at high latitudes, given
that their prey is absent
from their tropical breeding
grounds.

This means they have to take
on enough food in six months
to fuel their migration to the
breeding grounds and – if they
are a pregnant female – to
also produce and suckle a calf.

Humpback whale photographed using a drone

Measuring
whales
Under WhaleTrack Ireland
we have purchased a
drone camera.  The aerial
images obtained will be
used to determine the
lengths of these whales, 
to help us establish their
age class.

Many humpback whales
occur on their tropical
breeding grounds during
the breeding season from
February to May, so why
are we now seeing them
earlier each year off
Ireland’s south-west coast,
from late March on, if they
are sexually mature?

We can also use drones to
assess body condition by
recording length-breadth
relationships. If we are
lucky, we may repeatedly
photograph the same
individuals during their
time in Irish waters and
find out whether they are
gaining weight.



iv WhaleTrack Ireland

Whale song
Humpback whales sing. The recordings by Roger
Payne in the 1970s revolutionised our perception
of whales as their long, mournful sounding songs
became a worldwide hit.

Although originally thought to sing only on their
breeding grounds, we now know humpback
whales sing on their feeding grounds too. Do they
sing in Ireland? Traditional musicians familiar with
the slow Kerry air Port na bPúcaí (Music of the
Fairies) might consider that this ‘fairy’ music
could actually be humpback whale song.

Under WhaleTrack Ireland we will deploy
listening devices to record in areas with
humpback whale activity, to see if they are
singing regularly in Irish waters.

The research yacht Celtic Mist
IWDG has a 56-foot research yacht, Celtic Mist (see photo).
Formerly owned by the late taoiseach Charles J Haughey,
it is literally the IWDG’s flagship and is used to take IWDG
members out to survey for whales and dolphins.

We will use Celtic Mist extensively to locate humpback and
fin whales and as a platform to carry out further research
on large whales while they are inshore in Irish waters
between April and October.

The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group is grateful for the support of Ryanair and its customers for their funding 
of WhaleTrack Ireland under the Carbon Offset Program.

Fin whale feeding off west Cork
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Celtic Mist
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What we see of whales from
above the ocean surface
in the barest of moments
that they spend there, is

without doubt a minimalistic insight into
the lives of these fascinating creatures.
Perhaps no more so than what a whale
would make of humans having
observed us flapping about awkwardly
underwater in the briefest of time we
are able to spend there.

I tried for many, many years to
encounter whales underwater around
Ireland, so as to observe and document
what they do, which in Irish waters is
feeding and resting. But humans
swimming with whales and dolphins is
generally not a great idea. In my
experience, more often than not,
whales wish to avoid us and go to some
lengths to do so, at their own cost.
Most cetacean scientists are opposed
to it and I agree with them, largely
though not exclusively. Whales and
dolphins spend their lives feeding,
breeding and resting in between
migrating between the places where
they do the above. These are their life
functions or at least what we currently
know of them.

I tried to film a humpback whale
feeding, from underwater, not because
I wanted a buzz, or that currently
popular term to ‘tick my bucket list’, 

I wanted to do it to understand and
document what happens. Bubble-net
feeding is a truly amazing behaviour to
observe from these clever, enormous
animals, and we still don’t fully
understand how they do it. In essence,
swimming after a shoal of fish is
somewhat ineffective, even with a mouth
as enormous as a humpback’s, the fish
can swim just as fast if not faster than a
whale. So the humpbacks somehow
figured out a way to ‘trap’ the shoals of
fish by blowing air bubbles in a circle
from underwater forming a kind of tunnel
or curtain as the bubbles will rise to the
sea surface. The fish are mostly scared to
swim through the bubbles, so when the
whale rises up through the curtain with
its mouth wide open, their only escape is
upwards, and of course they eventually
hit the sea surface.

Often, several humpbacks will work 
co-operatively on this, and fascinatingly,
at least to me, the technique is passed on
between animals, though perhaps, to the
whales, it’s something quite obvious to
do, especially when you’re hungry and
looking at shoals of fish. I listened to BBC
documentaries claim that this had only
ever been observed in Alaska, whilst I

watched it for many years off Cork and
Kerry.

But to my knowledge the only time it
had ever been filmed underwater was
with one of those National Geographic
Crittercams in Alaska. This is where
scientists attach a remote camera onto
a whale’s back, the camera shoots
continuously, eventually detaches and
the guys pick it up and recover the
footage. With this set up the camera
angle gives the whales’ point of view, so
you see the fish and other whales, but
not necessarily the actual act or detail
of bubble-net feeding.

But I knew if it could be filmed by a
person, a cameraman under the water,
then he could decide what to film, how
to compose shots and move the camera
around to document all the facets and
mechanisms of this feeding activity, and
use his observations to describe these
later. With the gaps in our
understanding of this behaviour in
important feeding habitats, it could be a
hugely useful achievement. But there’s a
reason why no one has swam up to 35
tonne animals and attempted to film
them chasing their prey in the cold
temperate and Arctic waters where it

Ken O’Sullivan (Sea Fever Productions) on capturing underwater film footage of humpback whales
bubble net-feeding off Ireland

Through the net
Humpback whales
some miles off the
Clare coast lunging up
through a bubble net

Flukes 11

I’d dreamt of doing this for years...

FEATURE

Documenting humpback whales bubble net-feeding
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occurs, with water visibility usually under
five metres. I suppose.

We’d filmed bubble-net feeding with
drones and from our RIB many, many
times over the years, and studied the
animals’ movements to try and
understand how I might do it safely and
without disturbing the whale. I’d entered
the water a few times near a bubble net,
but it all happens so quickly, especially
with two humpbacks working together,
that I was never able to get close
enough to see the action.

But today feels different. It’s
November and I’m in the water 20km
from land swimming towards where I
think a single humpback will rise. Not so
much swimming though, with my arms
occupied pushing a three stone camera
in front, I’m kicking with leg fins for
propulsion. I’ve always felt these giant
one metre free dive fins were
cumbersome and slow, though it’s all
down to fitness. Anaerobic. How the All
Blacks used to beat other rugby teams
when they were training full time, lung
bursting, relentless, stop-start anaerobic
attrition.

Today though, I’m terrified these fins
are moving me too fast … I’ve swam a
couple of hundred metres from the RIB
and I know the humpback whale isn’t far
away, the lads back in the boat have
been pointing straight ahead of me,
they’re too far to hear, but there’s an
awful inevitability about now … I’ve
waited, trained, thought about what
happens next, dreamed and dreaded. I
see the bubbles rise, I have a decision to
make, so vulnerable, am I mad, a tiny
breakable creature in an alien world

trying to film a giant 100 times my size,
six adult elephants, a monster chasing
his prey and I want to film it … This is a
path I followed long ago, and a sense of
obligation to my years of work and
instinct to trust, well, my instinct, leads
me on and in a flash, I’m back searching
for the dark figure, trying to observe the
shape of the bubble ring so as to keep
myself outside it. As the bubbles
intensify, the sprat come flying up, some
spilling through gaps, and though all of
this happens in three seconds, it seems
an age as I take it all in … the frantic
sprat movement triggers the realisation
that there are no other animals here,
where have all the common dolphins and
diving birds gone? In that moment, I
understand they know better than to risk

being here. Stupid human. The
humpback’s five metre pectoral fins fly
through the water, almost ornately
dancing a pre-rehearsed move lifting
the animal the last few metres to the
water’s surface, its mouth opens and
throat pleats balloon out, gargantually,
is that a word? No photograph can do
justice to the scale of what’s happening
in front of me. I’m terrified, but my
dominant focus is to just keep the
camera composed, in a single arc
movement, the animal gulps a 40 tonne
mouthful of water and I sense it’s
direction before it dives and propel
myself and my camera through the
bubble net, vainly trying to stay close
to the animal as it sweeps past me,
contracting its enormous mouth to
squeeze out the seawater and gollop

the sprat. Only on watching back the
video do I realise that it tucks its
pectoral fin in to avoid me, or perhaps
that’s just the optimum way for it to
dive. Still a lot we don’t know.

Gone. It takes a few moments to
realise and make some sense of what’s
just happened, I think in a heightened
sense of awareness we can observe
and rationalise things at lightning
speed, but often then a second wave
of slower thought process and
absorption occurs. I’ve done it, I’ve
filmed a humpback whale bubble net
feeding, here in Ireland’s winter Atlantic
waters, I’m alright, I didn’t disturb the
animal, I think I’ve filmed it ok, and an
enormous wave of relief spills across
my body and my mind.

Humpback whale diving
after bubble net-feeding

its throat pleats balloon out as it
takes a mouthful of water and fish

I am so vulnerable now. Am I mad?

FEATURE
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The lads in the boat are pointing again,
now bravened, I chase to another hunt.
The bubbles rise and again the only
animals here are the sprat and the whale
… and me. This time the humpback rises
from left to right, I time my swim
momentum to take me in through the
bubbles and close to the animal,
following its movement and staying just
far enough away to avoid an impact. But
nature doesn’t follow even lines … curves
and crookedness and unpredictability are
the beautiful textures and chaos of our
natural world. Humpbacks blow the
bubbles in spurts from deeper water as
they’re circling and rising, and so there
are gaps and then sometimes really
concentrated streams of bubbles.
Peering through a gap and getting close
now, I try to align my motion and
direction with the moving whale, only
entering the bubble-net after the animal
has gulped its shoal of prey and so
hopefully not disturbing it, but I swim
into a geyser-like spring of bubbles
much thicker than anything I’ve seen so
far, gravity delayed its rise into my path
… I’m blinded and my momentum is taking
me forward. Although the whale has
‘mostly’ passed, the tail fin at the end of
its fifteen metre body, sweeps out at me
through the mass of bubbles within a
foot of my camera, encrusted with a
blanket of barnacles, and it’s funny how
my first thought was of pirates
supposedly ‘keel-hauling’ men under
their ships as punishment, dragging their
bodies over the barnacle encrusted hull.
But in an instant, the animal has passed
and is diving, I kick with everything I have
and dive after it trying to continue the
video sequence, and perhaps in a
moment of luck, I get just deep enough
to capture the underside of the

humpback’s tail fluke, I can see a
distinctive black spot and some other
lines on the mostly white fluke.

Later Pádraig Whooley who collates
the humpback catalogue at the Irish
Whale & Dolphin Group is able to tell me
that this animal is HBiRL24, number 24 in
the Irish catalogue. The number sounds
cold, missing something that might
describe the animal … but this is science
and cute names for wild animals are
really a misrepresentation of those
creatures. Science must be solid and un-
emotive, though perhaps not exclusively
so.

I went on to send this footage to
humpback whale scientists in Alaska who
have studied humpbacks and bubble net
feeding for over twenty years, they had
used the Crittercam, but never seen the

view I was able to shoot, or indeed
had the benefit of my observations, I
hope all of this will now contribute to
our knowledge of these animals and
this feeding behaviour, and be used in
a research publication. I would leave
you in no doubt though, that this was
a potentially very dangerous thing for
me to do, and not something I took
lightly, I spent years working out how I
might do it safely and how not to
interfere with the whale’s feeding, and
believe I eliminated as much risk as
was possible. But would I do it again?
Mmm

• This article is an excerpt from Ken’s
upcoming book, Stories from the Deep, to
be published later this year.

Can you identify this species with reasons? 
Post your answer to Shannon Dolphin Centre,
Merchants Quay, kilrush, Co Clare, to be in
with a chance to win an IWDG hoodie. The
winner will be announced on our social media
platforms and in the next issue.

Mystery Photo
Competition No 1
Win an IWDG hoodie

ken, on the left, enters the bubble net underwater as the humpback whale dives
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The UME (unusual
mortality event) of
beaked whales along
the north-west coast

of Ireland and west coast of
Scotland in August and
September 2018 took another
twist on the morning of
Friday, September 22nd 2018,
when a beaked whale
stranded at high tide on
Rosslare Strand, Co Wexford.
How on Earth did this
magnificent mammal end up
in the Irish Sea, so far from its
normal range in the north-
east Atlantic?

Hearing word of the
stranding, and since it was on
my way home from work that
evening, I decided to take a
stroll to investigate what I
thought was another routine
stranding, perhaps a porpoise
or a badly decomposed
common dolphin.

Much to my surprise, I
noticed that this ‘dolphin’ was
much more than I had
anticipated. It was identified
as a juvenile male Sowerby’s
beaked whale.

It was in excellent condition
(except for some minor
scavenger wounds), making it

useful for necropsy (or post-
mortem examination).

After a frantic bout of
image-sharing and mini-
conferencing to identify the
stricken cetacean, it was
swiftly decided to attempt a
recovery of the carcass for
necropsy and the logistical
machinations went into full
swing!

The Rosslare RNLI team
were exercising that very
evening and, after a quick
call to the ever-obliging cox
Eamon O’Rourke, we soon
had the whale towed out to
the lifeboat. It was then
landed safely at the pier in
Rosslare Harbour. I contacted
the port authorities, who
assured me of access and
that all resources would be
available, if required.

After securing the whale
and wrapping it in tarp
(much to the dismay of the
gathering gulls!), the
transport plan was hatched
and we arranged for a willing
forklift truck driver to lift it
onto a trailer the following
morning, for transport to the
Regional Veterinary
Laboratory in Cork city.

After a leisurely trip to
Cork and subsequent
meeting with regional
veterinarian Dr Jim
O’Donovan, the whale was
stored in the lab for
necropsy on Tuesday,
September 26th.

I cadged an observation
slot at the necropsy and was
fascinated by its thorough-
ness. The whale was
posthumously identified as a
Sowerby’s beaked whale by
the eminent Dr Simon
Berrow of the IWDG, who
fastidiously sought out the
unruptured tooth sockets on
its lower mandible (adult
males have a single,
diagnostic, triangular tooth
that appears half-way along
each side of the lower jaw).

I was fascinated by the
positively charged,
myoglobin-infused muscle,
which appeared almost black
in colour; this enables these
whales to super-charge with
oxygen prior to their long,
deep dives.

I was also interested to see
its throat grooves, which
distend to create a vacuum,
enabling them to swallow
their main prey (squid)
whole, and its long, stream-
lined, slender pectoral fins,
which tuck neatly into its
flanks.

The whale had no visible
sign of food in any of its
three stomachs, but there
was a small quantity of a

milky substance present
which suggested that the
animal was still suckling prior
to its sad demise.

No sign of decompression
sickness was apparent. The
liver had multiple cavernous
cavities, which appeared to
be part of the venous
circulatory system, but the
assembled experts
concluded that these 
were most likely congenital
and considered them an
incidental finding.

A deep, wedge-shaped
wound between the blowhole
and dorsal fin was noted, but
it was deemed to be non-
fatal; there was some debate
as to how it might have been
caused.

Alas, it did not appear that
this necropsy would shed any
light on the reason for this
individual’s stranding or on
any of the shocking beaked
whale stranding records set
in Ireland and Scotland
during August and
September 2018
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AROUND IRELAND
Sowerby’s CSI

Mac assists Dr Simon Berrow with measuring the whale

The whale being loaded for transport to Cork

Long-time IWDG member Mac describes how a
dead beaked whale was investigated last autumn

Spring 2019
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Joining the Celtic Sea Herring
Acoustic Survey in October 2018
was an exceptional and luxurious
opportunity for me.

For my thesis, as part of my
International Master of Science degree 
in Marine Biological Resources (IMBRSea)
at the Galway-Mayo institute of
Technology, I am exploring the
relationship between herring stock
fluctuations and top predator (whale 
and dolphin) abundance and distribution
off the south coast of Ireland.

With this perfect excuse, and thanks 
to my supervisor Dr Simon Berrow, I
boarded the Irish research vessel Celtic
Explorer for the second leg of the Celtic
Sea Herring Acoustic Survey last year.

My main task as a marine mammal
observer, together with IWDG Science
Officer Seán O’Callaghan, was to
estimate the distribution and abundance
of the marine mammal species that we
encountered.

During daylight hours, we were based in
the crow’s nest, 18 metres above sea level,
in order to have the best possible view of
the horizon when trying to spot surfacing
marine mammals. We were looking in front
of the vessel in a 180˚ vision range and
using our binoculars and cameras to
identify and record cetacean sightings and
log them on the survey’s laptop.

Never could I have imagined the

We have been busy up here in recent
times with lots going on.

In July 2018, we ran two boat trips for
IWDG members one day, on board the
Causeway Lass from Portrush, Co
Antrim. The morning trip went off
without a hitch, but the afternoon trip
had to be cut short due to a sudden
change in the weather. Thankfully, we
had a sighting of a harbour porpoise

and all on board had a good time,
despite the horizontal rain and the swell.

In November 2018, we hosted an
evening of talks in Queen’s University
Belfast. The talks were well attended by
both IWDG members and non-members.

In February 2019, we attended the
Ballynature Day at Ballynure, Co Antrim,
which allowed us to chat to lots of
different people. They were very

intrigued by the whale specimens
kindly loaned to us by the Marine
Fisheries section of the Department
of Agriculture, Environment and
Rural Affairs.

We have a busy few months of
events coming up: check out the
events listings on the magazine’s back
page. It would be great to see you at
some of them!

AROUND IRELAND

MSc student Andrea Fariñas Bermejo takes part
in the annual Celtic Sea Herring Acoustic Survey

Surveying in 
the Celtic Sea

IWDG Northern Ireland Officer Cathy Gibson reports
News from the North

        

complicated the land sickness I
experienced when I landed back in 
Galway at the end of the survey!

We were even lucky with the weather. 
We only needed to stop our visual survey
for fifteen minutes because of rain in the
whole ten days of the second leg. It was
only on the last day, when returning to
Galway from west Cork, that the sea got
rough and the ‘party’ started. And guess
what… we then got the closest views of fin
whales of the whole survey! The ten days
seemed to be over in ten hours. Time flies
when you are enjoying being at sea!

Acknowledgments
My wholehearted thanks to everyone
who contributed to this adventure and
who so patiently shared their
experience, jokes and knowledge with
me. My special thanks to Seán
O’Callaghan for helping and teaching
me and for sharing the survey work 
with me in the crow’s nest every day.

number of sightings 
we made, the species 
we came across and 
the special encounters 
we had: a melanistic 
common dolphin; a 
neonate of the same 
species; lunging fin 
whales; diving gannets;
mean great skuas; a grey heron visit; the
well known humpback whale Boomerang
(HBIRL3); a chilling grey seal; a fleeting
harbour porpoise; and plenty of fast
tuna. What else could I have asked for?
The trip added four new marine mammal
species to my list.

But that wasn’t all! Being surrounded by
so many experts in different fields was the
perfect experience for a student; it gave
me the opportunity to learn and gain
experience in topics such as seabird
identification, acoustic surveying for
herring and sprat, and the biological
sampling of fish.

But the work is not all I want to talk
about. The food, bed, shower, heater… 
everything on board was amazing! It was
sooo nice I was thinking of telling my
housemates I would not be coming home!

The Celtic Explorer is a luxury research
vessel where you can feel fifty times more
comfortable than in a rental student house.
It has so many facilities and professionals
(the crew, the cooks, etc) that it

Common dolphin breaching
(the RV Celtic Explorer is
reflected along its side)
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Observers have
become preoccupied
of late – and
understandably so –

with the large numbers of
humpback whales arriving off
south-west Ireland over the
last few years. Once almost
regarded as a novelty act,
humpbacks are now the more
common of the two large
whale species visiting our
inshore waters.

Humpbacks are the only
inshore whale to regularly
‘fluke’ while diving, and the
markings underneath each tail
fluke, being unique, make it
comparatively easy to re-
identify individuals, whether in
Irish or international waters,
from good-quality
photographs.

The other large whale found
off the south coast, fin whale,
is not so easy to re-identify

year on year. Some success can
be had with photo-ID shots of
their dorsal fins, but an awful lot
of fin whales have very similar
‘clean’ fins, with no definitive
nicks that would help identify
the same whale revisiting our
waters.

There is, however, one fin
whale that has been recorded
over many years off both the
Waterford and Cork coasts and
that is FWIRL2, the imaginatively
named Scar.

I first came across Scar on a
trip out from Youghal, Co Cork,
with Colin Barnes in February
2007. On that occasion Scar was
seen off both Cork and
Waterford. The very distinctive
scar forward of the animal’s
dorsal fin (see photo below) is
clearly the result of this animal
at some stage in its life being
involved in a collision with a
boat.

I have seen Scar on many
occasions since then, but
none as dramatically as the
times I have spotted it from
land. Some of these
sightings have been close
enough to get photographs
but also images clear
enough to confirm its
identification.

Unfortunately, Scar has not
learned to stay clear of boats
despite its earlier, near-fatal
collision. Not only is it clearly
not concerned by vessels, but
I have also witnessed it
getting very close to fishing
gear, more specifically pots
secured to the ocean floor.

An incident in 2016
reminded me of a time when
I was out with Colin Barnes

off west Cork and came
across a fin whale that was
dramatically showing a fresh
cut across its back, most
probably as a result of
recent entanglement in
fishing gear. That whale had
a lucky escape, but it shows,
as does the damage to the
backbone of Scar, some of
the dangers involved in their
close encounters with
humans.
Scar has been recorded over
seven years since 2005 and,
having been sighted most
recently in 2018, this whale
demonstrates just how
important our inshore
waters along the south coast
are to these giants. Long
may it last

AROUND IRELAND

IWDG stalwart Andrew Malcolm on a fin whale
that has frequented our waters since 2005

Scar off Helvick Head, 
Co Waterford, in 2007

Close-up of Scar’s very obvious scar, off west Cork in 2007

A whale called Scar

Fungie, the famous bottlenose dolphin in Dingle, Co Kerry, is advancing
in years and we want to make sure he is kept safe as he ages. To do this,
we need help in monitoring interactions between Fungie and commercial
boat operators.

If you are visiting Dingle in the coming months, please contact us at
science@iwdg.ie and we will send you a short questionnaire to
complete which will help us understand these interactions better and
inform appropriate measures for Fungie’s wellbeing

Lenni Sykes on a study into Fungie and boat interactions
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Planning on visiting Fungie?

Spring 2019
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in 2015, Pádraig Whooley
asked me if I would take
on the constant effort
watches at Bloody Bridge,

Co Down. David Williams had
been doing the watches from
there for many years, as well
as from loads of other places,
travelling by bus, which took
real commitment. He was an
expert at making sightings,
recording them and running
statistical analysis. I was none
of these things.

Over the years, living In
Newcastle, Co Down, I had
seen harbour porpoises,
bottlenose and common
dolphins, one Risso’s dolphin
and several basking sharks,
but all of my sightings had
been casual, either on the

move while out and about, or
from a canoe, kayak, or often,
by chance, from the window
of my house. I joined David for
a couple of watches and he
showed me the basic
procedure. I didn’t know
whether 100 minutes on one
spot would seem long, but it
doesn’t.

Since then, I have watched
at Bloody Bridge, and it is
very rare for porpoises not
to turn up. Over the years I
have also seen minke whales,
seals and even otters. While
looking for inshore porpoises
I often see black guillemots,
shags, fulmars and various
gulls. Through binoculars,
looking out for dolphins, I
spot auks, cormorants,

divers, mergansers, grebes
and scoters.

When I use the scope to
search for minkes, it picks up
feeding frenzies of gulls and
gannets and sometimes
squadrons of passing
shearwaters. But I get a real
thrill every time a cetacean
breaks the surface!

The frequency of harbour
porpoise sightings,
particularly mothers and
calves swimming side by side,
encourages me to think that
Bloody Bridge, Newcastle and
Dundrum Bay are a calving
area for this species. I would
love to understand more
about their lives.

The National Trust owns
and manages the coastal path
at Bloody Bridge, two miles
from where I live. When I’m
doing a survey, I watch from
the local council’s picnic area
in the car park, using the
stone sculptures of the
Smuggler’s Head as a
windbreak, a back-rest or
even a glare-shield at times.
My scope, binoculars and
camera encourage some
tourists, day-trippers,
hillwalkers and locals to ask
what I am looking at. They are
usually surprised and excited
to hear – and sometimes see

– that there are cetaceans
around our coast.

A sunny morning is not
ideal to watch, with too much
glare from a low eastern sun,
but a mirror-calm afternoon
with light cloud cover is
perfect. With any westerly
wind the sea state can be fine
in the shelter of the cliffs and
hills, but far out, the white
horses would be galloping.

A humpback whale and
bowhead whale have passed
through our area in the last
couple of years, seen by
others but not by me.

In 2017, a minke got stuck
behind the rocks of a fish trap
on the beach near Newcastle
Harbour. I saw it from my
window, phoned Dave Wall
(IWDG Conservation Officer),
rushed down and watched it
get away as I arrived.

Knowledge of potential
sightings like these means
that on every watch I feel
there is a chance of
something spectacular
happening.

Doing IWDG constant effort
watches is an effective and
enjoyable way of helping in
the conservation of the
cetaceans found around our
coastAndy Carden on effort watch at the Smuggler’s Head, Bloody Bridge

Porpoises seen from shore at Bloody Bridge

Andy Carden on his constant effort watches from the Down coast

A view from shore: Bloody Bridge
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SHANNON DOLPHINS
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The Shannon Dolphin Project is
a long-standing IWDG project
committed to the conservation
of, and research into, the

resident population of bottlenose
dolphins in the Shannon estuary.

The project began in 1993 when the first
researcher went out onto the estuary to
photograph the dolphins present in an
attempt to identify them as individuals
through photo-identification. Since then,
the project has set up an internship
programme, providing young researchers
with experience in photo-ID by going out
on dolphin tour boats, as well as on the
IWDG’s vessel Muc Mhara, to collect
photographic data.

The Dolphin Discovery tour boat
operates out of Kilrush, Co Clare, and
covers the inner estuary, while Draíocht
operates out of Carrigaholt, Co Clare, and
mainly covers the outer estuary. Muc
Mhara is used to carry out dedicated
transect surveys covering a designated
route through both the inner and the
outer estuary.

Gathering data from these three
platforms allows Shannon Dolphin Project
researchers to cover as much of the
estuary as is currently possible. In 2018,
data was collected from thirty-three trips
out of Carrigaholt and eighteen trips from
Kilrush, but only one dedicated transect
was carried out on Muc Mhara due to
equipment failure.

In addition, photographs taken during
nine opportunistic sightings by members
of the IWDG were sent in to be processed
and matched to the Shannon Dolphin
Project catalogue. From this data, the
population is stable, with six neonates
recorded in 2018, though work to process
last year’s data is still ongoing.

Bottlenose dolphins are a suitable

species for photo-ID as they frequently
acquire markings such as nicks and
notches, located primarily on the dorsal
fin, which allows their identification as
unique individuals. This method allows for
individual dolphins to be monitored over
time and can provide useful information
regarding life histories, habitat
preferences, distribution, movements,
behaviour and associations.

The furthest away a Shannon dolphin
has ever been seen is 30km from the
estuary, at Sauce Creek, Co Kerry.

Sarafina’s story
Many animals that were photographed in
1993 are still being seen today, including
Sarafina (number 006). Sarafina was first
sighted in the Shannon estuary by
researchers in June 1993 and, as her ID
number suggests, was the sixth dolphin to
be added to the Shannon Dolphin
catalogue. She is easily identified by the
prominent notch in the middle of her fin,
and she was seen four times in 2018.

As she was an adult when first sighted,
Sarafina is now believed to be over 30
years old. She is an important member of
the population, as she has given birth to
at least three recorded calves since 2012.
Her first known calf, Nala (801), was born
in 2012, the first calf to be officially
recorded in the catalogue. Her other
known calves are Ari (860), born in 2015,
and an un-named calf (880), born in 2018.

Sarafina is most frequently seen with her
offspring and other adults, including 
Bob (104) and sandy salmon (242).

Population level data
Since its inception, the project has
identified 204 unique animals in the
Shannon estuary, using photo-ID. Due to
the availability of long-term data on the
population, all individuals in the catalogue
can be identified when re-sighted, as any
changes in appearance have been tracked
over time – a prime example of the value
of long-term monitoring.

Population numbers have remained
relatively stable over the years. The
current population estimate is 136
individuals (108 adults, 28 calves), with 
an average of six births a year.

Thanks to IWDG Group Coordinator
Trea Heapes’ efforts, funding was secured
from the Clare Local Development
Company’s LEADER programme to cover
75% of the cost of purchasing a new
engine for Muc Mhara.

Fisheries Local Action Group (FLAG)
West funding was also secured to carry
out work on the Shannon Dolphin Project’s
historic photo-ID catalogues

• INTERNS WANTED The Shannon Dolphin
Project is looking for voluntary interns for the
2019 season, from May 15th to September 17th.
Applications should be sent (with a CV, including
two referees, and a covering letter) to
shannondolphins@gmail.com.
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Project researcher Stephanie Levesque describes the work of the Shannon Dolphin Project

From the estuary

Researchers collecting data on
the Shannon estuary aboard the
iWDG research vessel Muc Mhara

Bottlenose dolphin 242 (named
Sandy Salmon) with 862 in the
Shannon estuary in summer 2018



By Laura Kavanagh, iWDG fieldworker

it is 4.00am and the birds aren’t even awake yet… but I am. 
My alarm’s ringing, urging me to roll out of bed, but 
this is a way too early! As much as I want to stay tucked up
under the duvet, I’m here to count harbour porpoises. So I

yawn and drag myself out of bed, to head to the kitchen and make
the morning’s essential flask of tea.

After a short drive down a dark, winding road to the bay’s
secluded harbour, we walk down to the pier with the sweet songs
of robin and blackbird coming from the hedgerows, declaring that
dawn has broken.

We are greeted warmly at the pier by the skipper and crew of the
survey vessel, who help us load our gear on board, and we begin
steaming out to the survey site. The sky is fiery shades of orange,
rich pinks and moody blues, changing as the sun rises higher to the
prettiest pastel pinks, scattered with wisps of white against a 
baby-blue sky. Standing on the deck, finishing the last dregs of my
tea, I’m now grateful for the early rise and off we go in search of
porpoises!

Taking our places on top of the wheelhouse, we spot a group of
common dolphins in the distance. They spot us too, and some
come hurtling towards us to bow-ride and people-watch.

An hour goes by before we get our first porpoise sighting: a small
triangular fin on a black back breaking the water’s surface a few
times before disappearing again.

On we go, past the cliff faces brimming with breeding seabirds,
guillemots and puffins passing overhead, with rafts of razorbills
on the water. Later, we pass by the resident population of grey
seals hauled out on the beach, basking in the morning sun, and not
long afterwards we get our second sighting of a porpoise.

I eventually trade surveying duties and head inside to take my
turn on the computer, logging the survey’s data. Over the next few
hours the radio calls with details of four more sightings of harbour
porpoise, and then the final sighting of the day is of Risso’s
dolphins. I quickly log the sighting, grab my binoculars and dash
outside to catch a glimpse of them, but alas, I’m too late.

Arriving back at the harbour with our faces red and salty 
and our minds dreaming of our beds, we start the long drive
home with a fleeting glimpse of a scurrying stoat to send us 
on our way ❖

White-beaked dolphin
Lagenorhynchus albirostris
An deilf shocbhán

By seán O’Callaghan, science Officer

The white-beaked dolphin was first recognised in
1846 by John Edward Gray, when a dolphin was
caught off Great Yarmouth in England, but it took
another 37 years for the first Irish record to 

come through, in the form of a stranding at Donaghadee,
Co Down, in 1883.

Since then, the species has scarcely stranded around
Ireland, with 38 strandings in all, mainly in Donegal, Sligo
and Mayo, but a handful have turned up along our
eastern and southern shores, well away from the species’
preferred habitats.

There are currently even fewer validated records in our
sightings database (sitting at 25), but they indicate an
offshore distribution in proximity to the north-west coast
out to Rockall. However, white-beaked dolphins have been
seen inshore in the past off Galway, Kerry and Wexford.

The most recent IWDG-validated sighting was off
Mayo’s Clare Island in 2010, involving 30 individuals, but
the species has also been seen during offshore fisheries
surveys in recent years.

At 2.4-3.1 metres in length and up to 360kg in weight,
this species is rather robust with a small, stubby beak,
broad body and a tall, curved dorsal fin. If you are
fortunate enough to sight one at sea, you can distinguish
it from other dolphins (especially bottlenose) by its white
beak (seen when surfacing) and its diagnostic white
saddle patch just behind the dorsal fin.

White-beaked dolphins are endemic to the North
Atlantic, with their most extreme southern records off
Cape Cod to the west and the Straits of Gibraltar in the
east, but their range extends all the way north to
Greenland and Svalbard.

This specialist species requires shelf habitats ranging in
depth from 150-1,000m, where water temperatures range
between 5-15°C. However, with a changing climate these
requirements have become increasingly more limited
lately.

An obvious by-product of the species’ shifting
distribution was the first documented case of two
unfortunate dolphins being consumed by a polar bear at
Svalbard during the winter of 2014. It is thought that
warm, ice-free conditions encouraged an adventurous
pod into the area, but they became trapped by ice and
accessible to the skinny bear, which was bad news for 
the dolphins but a blubber banquet for the beleaguered
bear!

Species profile

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
s: 

La
ur

a 
Ka

va
na

gh
 (s

un
ris

e)
, P

ád
ra

ig
 W

ho
ol

ey
 (p

or
po

is
es

), 
Fr

ed
rik

 B
ro

m
s 

(w
hi

te
-b

ea
ke

d 
do

lp
hi

ns
)

Spring 2019 Flukes 19

LIFE

A day in the life 
of a porpoise surveyor

Seen and soon lost… a typical sighting of porpoises



Donegal Local Group
086 222 3328

Northern ireland Local Group/
Northern ireland Officer
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northernireland@iwdg.ie

Sligo Local Group
sligoiwdg@gmail.com

Mayo Local Group
iwdgmayo@gmail.com

Galway Local Group
galwayiwdg@gmail.com

West Clare Local Group
westclareiwdg@gmail.com

North kerry Local Group
northkerryiwdg@gmail.com

Strandings Officer
Mick O’Connell
strandings@iwdg.ie

Sightings Officer
Pádraig Whooley
sightings@iwdg.ie

Conservation Officer
Dave Wall
conservation@iwdg.ie

iWDG ABR Marine
Mammal Ecologist
Clowie Russell
clowie.Russell@iwdg.ie
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Meadhbh Quinn
meadhbh.quinn@iwdg.ie

West Waterford Local Group
westwaterfordiwdg@gmail.com

Events

Contacts

iWDG Head Office
065 905 1763
enquiries@iwdg.ie

Northern Ireland
saturday 8 June World Oceans Day boat trip, Portrush, Co Antrim.
For booking information go to bit.ly/2JqsYY6.
sunday 7 July Girona Gold Festival. Portballintrae Village Hall.
saturday 3 August Portmuck whale and dolphin watch with the
National Trust, 2.00pm-5.00pm. Meet in Portmuck Harbour car park,
Whitehead, Co Antrim.
saturday 31 August Whale watch and wildlife walk on Rathlin 
Island with the National Trust. See National Trust Northern Ireland
‘Days Out’ for more information.

Whale Watch Ireland Day, saturday 24 August (2pm-5pm). 
Free land-based whale watches around the coast

Currently confirmed sites for Whale Watch ireland Day:
Clogher Head, Co Louth
Howth Head, Co Dublin
Bray Head, Co Wicklow 
Helvick Head, Co Waterford 
Galley Head, Co Cork 
Bray Head (Valentia), Co Kerry

Clogher Head, Co Kerry
Loop Head, Co Clare
Black Head, Co Clare
Mullaghmore Head, Co Sligo 
Portmuck, Co Antrim 
Bloody Bridge, Co Down

The full list of sites will be confirmed closer to the time on our
website, on social media platforms and on www.heritageweek.ie.


