


• Sophie Hansen is currently completing her Master’s

research on acoustic monitoring of bottlenose dolphins in the

Shannon Estuary.

• We have facilitated four ERASMUS students from Italy,

Finland and the UK.

Under-graduate opportunities
Cetaceans and related work are now a feature on

undergraduate courses within GMIT and, to date, five students

have carried out cetacean projects at final year degree level.

Increasing numbers of overseas students are joining the

research coalition for short or long periods to gain experience

and develop links. Researchers from Italy, Denmark, Finland,

France and Spain have contributed hugely to our research

capacity.

Research contracts
The research coalition has been very successful in winning

competitive tenders for cetacean research. To date, ten

contracts worth just under €1 million have been won. These

have included field trials on the effects of acoustic deterrents

on common and bottlenose dolphins for Bord Iascaigh Mhara

(BIM); harbour porpoise abundance surveys at eight sites; and

inshore and offshore surveys and population monitoring of the

resident bottlenose dolphins in the lower River Shannon cSAC

for the NPWS.

A major contract was won in 2008 from the Marine Institute

under the Sea Change initiative. This three-year project, called

PReCAST, aims to provide robust scientific data to support

conservation policy and provide guidance to state agencies in

implementing national and international obligations and, in so

doing, build national capacity in the area of automated

assessment and monitoring of wildlife populations. This

involves extensive surveying of offshore waters to determine
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The coalition brought the network and local knowledge of the

IWDG and SDWF together with the facilities and resources of

a third level institute to advance the cetacean research and

training capacity in Ireland. The key team members are: Dr

David McGrath, Dr Ian O’Connor, Dr Simon Berrow, Dr Joanne

O’Brien and David Wall.

The coalition has been remarkably successful, with over €1.5

million worth of funding won during this period. We have

worked on harbour porpoises to blue whales, and most

notably on common and bottlenose dolphins, fin and

humpback whales.

Post-gradulate degrees
• Joanne O’Brien successfully completed her PhD on small

cetaceans off the west coast of Ireland in 2009. This PhD was

funded by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) to

support marine protected area designation and monitoring.

• Conor Ryan started his IRCSET-funded PhD in 2009,

working on the feeding ecology and genetics of baleen whales

using stable isotopes.
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the distribution and relative abundance of cetaceans using

platforms of opportunity, both research and other vessels and

the Air Corps’ Maritime Squadron. As cetaceans are acoustic

animals, we are developing methods of static acoustic

monitoring (SAM) and will collect two years of SAM data at

three sites. Bottlenose dolphins will be monitored in the

Shannon Estuary and harbour porpoise in the Blasket Islands

cSAC and Galway Bay. The first GIS exploring ecosystem links

between cetaceans and prey, including exploring physical

drivers such as sea-surface temperature and productivity, was

completed by Dr Ian O’Connor and student Hilary Healy.

Ship surveys
The research coalition successfully won two ship calls from

the Marine Institute for dedicated cetacean surveys onboard

the RV Celtic Explorer. Entitled Cetaceans on the Frontier I and

II, Dave Wall assembled a multi-disciplinary team for these, to

conduct an ecosystem-based survey of canyon systems off

the west coast. The aim was to sample from the physical

oceanography to the higher predators, through zooplankton

to seabirds and cetaceans. COTF I sampled canyon systems

off the northwest, while COTF II sampled canyons off the

southwest and in the Porcupine Bight.

In addition, PhD student Conor Ryan participated in the

Canadian Healthy Oceans Network (CHONe) in July 2010,

funded through an Ireland-Newfoundland Partnership Marine

Research Grant, and Dr Joanne O’Brien was funded by GMIT

to join the Beyond Endurance expedition to Antarctica in 2008.

Offshore
Building a team which can work offshore in difficult conditions

is a high priority. Recently, we won funding from the Petroleum

Affairs Division to conduct a pilot scheme on Static Acoustic

Monitoring of beaked whales in canyon systems off the west

coast of Ireland. This project, in collaboration with Cornell

University, will build capacity and experience of this cutting

edge technology. Recently, funding was awarded to us from

PAD to carry out a towed hydrophone survey of the same

canyon system as in the pilot, using the dedicated acoustic

research vessel Song of the Whale II.

Workshops
GMIT has hosted workshops on Mark-Recapture Analysis and

on Post-Mortem Techniques for vets in 2009. We have also

organised PAM and MMO training workshops in Galway.

Members of the coalition have attended many workshops as

part of our commitment to increasing our research capacity,

including DISTANCE (two workshops in 2007); PAMGUARD

workshops in Scotland (2009 and 2010); CPOD workshops

in the UK and Germany (2009 and 2010); and one on

Generalised Linear Modelling in UCC in 2010.

International links
The research coalition has developed a number of links with

researchers and institutions in Ireland (Trinity College, UCC,

NUIG, Coleraine), across Europe and beyond. These include

the Sea Mammal Research Unit at the University of St

Andrews, Scotland; the British Natural History Museum and

Zoological Society of London, England; and the Universities

of Southampton, Stockholm, Cornell in the US, Memorial in

Newfoundland and Queens in Northern Ireland. We are also

working with Meer Museum in Stralsund, Germany; the

National Environmental Research Institute in Denmark; and

the Tethys Research Institute in Italy. We have commercial

partners including Chelonia, Ecologik and the Cetacean

Research and Rescue Unit in the UK.

Contracts

• NPWS SAC Site Assessment (2005-2008)

• BIM Acoustic Deterrents BND and CD (2005,

2006 and 2008)

• NPWS Harbour Porpoise Surveys (2007and 2008)

• NPWS Small Cetacean Investigations (2008)

• NPWS Inshore Surveys (2010)

• NPWS Shannon Dolphin Survey (2010)

• Marine Institute/NPWS PReCAST (2008-2011)

• PAD Deep Sea Static Acoustic Monitoring (2010-2011)

CASA 252 used in surveys by Air Corps Maritime Squadron.
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Publications
The research coalition are committed to disseminating the

information gathered through traditional forums and have had

seven papers accepted and published in international peer-

reviewed journals to date. These include a description of the

two blue whale sightings in Ireland and a ground-breaking

paper on bottlenose dolphin movements around the Irish

coast.

We have also produced the first Irish Coastal Bottlenose

Dolphin Catalogue, which has been lodged at the National

Biodiversity Data Centre in Waterford.

Whooley, P., Berrow, S. and Barnes, C. (2010) Photo-identification of fin

whales (Balaenoptera physalus L.) off the south coast of Ireland. Marine

Biodiversity Notes.

O’Brien, J.M., Berrow, S.D., Ryan, C, McGrath, D., O’Connor, I.,

Pesante, P., Burrows, G., Massett, N., Klötzer, V. and Whooley, P.

(2009) A note on long-distance matches of bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops

truncatus) around the Irish coast using photo-identification. Journal of

Cetacean Research and Management 11(1), 71-76.

Wall, D., O’Kelly, I., Whooley, P. and Tyndall, P. (2009) New records of

blue whales (Balaenoptera musculus) with evidence of possible feeding

behaviour from the continental shelf slopes to the west of Ireland. Marine

Biodiversity Records Vol. 2; e128; 2009 Published online.

O’Brien, J., Berrow, S.D., McGrath, D. and Evans, P.G.H. (2009)

Cetaceans in Irish Waters: A Review of Recent Research. Biology and

Environment 109b, No. 2, 63–88.

Berrow, S.D., Cosgrove, R., Leeney R.H., O’Brien, J., McGrath, D.,

Dalgard, J. and Le Gall, Y. (2009) Effect of acoustic deterrents on the

behaviour of Common dolphins (Delphinus delphis). Journal of Cetacean

Research and Management 10(3), 227-223.

Berrow, S.D., O’Brien, J., O’Connor, I. and McGrath, D. (2009)

Abundance Estimate and Acoustic Monitoring of Harbour Porpoise

(Phocoena phocoena) in The Blasket Islands Candidate Special Area of

Conservation. Biology and Environment: Proceedings of the Royal Irish

Academy 109B(1), 35-46.

Leeney, R., Berrow, S.D., McGrath, D., O’Brien, J., Cosgrove, R. and

Godley, B.J. (2007) Effects of pingers on the behaviour of bottlenose

dolphins. Journal of the Marine Biological Association (UK) 87, 129-133.

Future research
The coalition is committed to developing and expanding this

relationship and welcome potential interested parties. We are

currently developing our capacity to work offshore, including

building experience and equipment for offshore surveying and

monitoring, including passive and static acoustic monitoring.

We feel that remote sensing of cetaceans can contribute

significantly to our ability to monitor and ultimately protect

important offshore habitats and species. The coalition is also

very interested in developing the IWDG hypothesis that many

of the humpback whales in Irish waters are breeding in the

Cape Verde Islands off West Africa, and we are planning to

continue to visit these remote islands in search of the breeding

grounds of Irish humpback whales. In spring 2012, GMIT will

host the European Cetacean Society Annual Conference in

Galway.

Offshore survey in progress,
September 2010.


