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STATEMENT FROM OUR CHAIRPERSON 
 

 

To the staff, members and volunteers who make the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group, Thank you. Without 

your dedication and commitment to the organisation, the group would not be able to promote awareness 

of, and conservation of cetaceans in Irish waters.  

 

Led by General Manager, Lorraine Bull and CEO and Chief Scientific Officer, Dr Simon Berrow, the group 

continued to grow and diversify in 2017. Record numbers of strandings were reported by the Irish Public 

and monitored and analysed by Mick O' Connell, our Strandings Officer, while sighting records from 

around our shores were submitted by people at sea and on the shore. These were reviewed and assessed 

by our Sightings Officer, Padraic Whooley, and added to the IWDG sightings database. 

 

Highlights of the past year include the new IWDG local groups, which have been established around the 

country by members and officers to help monitor and promote cetaceans in their local areas. These local 

groups continue to grow, to find more information about a group in your area see the IWDG newsletters 

and website.    

 

Ireland’s first cetacean post-mortem scheme was carried out by Stephanie Levesque from the IWDG 

working in collaboration with the Regional Veterinary Laboratories of the Department of Agriculture (RVL) 

and the Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT). This scheme was carried out on behalf of the 

Marine Institute and the National Parks and Wildlife Service. 

 

Paul Kiernan, IWDG welfare Officer carried out a workshop on 'caring for a love stranded cetacean' with 

students from Ormonde College Animal Care Course, based on the IWDG newest edition of Face to face 

with a beached whale – guidelines for the welfare of live stranded cetaceans. This document can be 

downloaded from the IWDG website. 

 

Looking to the coming year, the Celtic Mist has been moved to the Grand Canal Docks in Dublin, where 

Director Fiacc O' Brolchain continues to lead refurbishment work with the help of our members. Plans for 

Celtic Mist in 2018 are currently in preparation. Brendan Quinn has stepped into the Chair role of the 

IWDG, while Conal O' Flanagan has taken over the role of secretary. With the help of our members, 

officers, and the volunteers that assist the group we look forward to a productive year ahead. 

 

We would like to acknowledge our funders including the Department of Communications, Climate Action 

and Environment through the Irish Environmental Network, grants from the Nationals Parks and Wildlife 

Service, Membership subscriptions, corporate sponsorships, including Inis, donations and Irish Whale and 

Dolphin Group Consultancy work. 

 

Dr. Noirin Burke 

Director (Chair 2017) 
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STATEMENT FROM OUR CEO 
 

This past year was another interesting, but challenging year for the IWDG. The Stranding and Sightings 

Schemes continued to perform well and Celtic Mist, the IWDG flagship, was active recording cetaceans 

and taking out members.  Membership numbers and retention continue to be an issue and more 

promotion and social media presence is required to engage with people interested in whales, dolphins 

and porpoise in Ireland. IWDG must continue to embrace its strong scientific roots to ensure it is the 

credible source of cetacean information and opinion on the island of Ireland.  IWDG Consulting continues 

to be strong, which is essential given that other sourcing other funding is difficult and this consultancy 

effectively funds IWDG activities.  

 

IWDG is trying to achieve the ambitions we have set out in our rolling 3-Year Plans, and the hard work of 

my fellow officers and the Board of Directors is greatly appreciated. To grow the IWDG we need more 

involvement of IWDG members and especially the community of young professionals to take on 

responsibilities within the IWDG and push us forward.   

 

 

Dr Simon Berrow 

CEO and Chief Science Officer 
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2017 HIGHLIGHTS 
 

 

 1,550 sightings and 263 strandings of whales and dolphins recorded in Irish waters.  

 Continued to document the increase in common dolphin strandings, which has led to the 

first post-mortem project of cetaceans here in Ireland.  

 Updated guidelines for the welfare of live stranded whales and dolphins in line with 

international best practice and protocols.  

 Highlighted concerns over unregulated fishing for sprat in the Shannon Estuary and marine 

debris affecting Irish whales and dolphins. 

 Conducted education and outreach to promote the importance of protecting marine wildlife 

to c. 3,000 people.   

 Whale Watch Ireland, the IWDG flagship outreach event, was the most successful to date, 

with over 1,300 people taking part and sightings at 75% of sites.  

 Ran courses in whale and dolphin identification, strandings and working as an MMO to 130 

people.   

 Published long-term study on the incidence of marine debris, including microplastics, in 

stranded whales, dolphins and porpoise. 

 Monitored the unique population of Bottlenose Dolphins that are resident in the Shannon 

Estuary. 

  



IWDG Annual Report, 2017 

6 

 

ABOUT THE IWDG 
 

 

History  
 

The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) was founded in 1990 to establish an Irish stranding and 

sighting scheme and to campaign for the declaration of Irish territorial waters as a whale and dolphin 

sanctuary. Just six months later, in June 1991, the Irish Government declared all Irish waters to be a whale 

and dolphin sanctuary... the first of its kind in Europe. The IWDG is a broad mix of conservationists, whale 

watchers, researchers, educators and, above all, people who are passionate about marine wildlife and 

cetaceans in particular. 

 

 

Mission  
 

The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) is dedicated to the conservation and better understanding of 

Irish cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) and their habitats through research study, education 

and interpretation.  

 

Our focus is to promote better understanding of Irish cetaceans (wand their habitats through education 

and research. We achieve this through a number of IWDG activities. 

 

1. We collect information and disseminate it through our website www.iwdg.ie, publications, 

literature and media to support conservation initiatives in Ireland. 

 

2. We collaborate with universities, government agencies and other research groups in research 

into cetaceans and their habitats in Ireland and abroad. 

 

3. We work towards making the Irish Whale and Dolphin Sanctuary effective in the conservation of 

all cetaceans that either live in, or migrate through Irish waters. 

 

4. We work side by side with industry, fishermen and other groups whose interests may sometimes 

conflict with those of cetacean conservation, to solve problems to the benefit of both humans 

and cetaceans. 

 

5. We highlight the fact that Ireland is one of the best locations in the North Atlantic to see 

cetaceans and to stress the need to conserve them for future generations. 

 

6. We promote best practice in welfare, marine tourism and whale-watching in Ireland. 

 

7. The IWDG prepare a three-year plan following consultation with members. 
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Governance 
 
The IWDG is as registered charity (Charity Number: CHY 11163) and registered with the Charity Regulatory 

Authority (No. 20029913). The IWDG is governed by a voluntary board of Directors comprised of members 

to ensure good gender balance and diversity of skills to assist in areas such as governance, research, 

education and development. In 2017, the IWDG elected a new Chairperson and Company Secretary at its 

AGM on October 8th and established a new finance subcommittee. There were monthly board meetings 

and two officers’ and directors’ meetings plus four officers’ conference calls.  The IWDG also appointed a 

new General Manager to look after corporate governance, finance and communications and had six 

service providers.  

 

 

IWDG Directors 
 

 

Noirin Burke 

Chair up to October 8th, 2017 

 

Brendan Quinn  

Chair from October 8th, 2017.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Frances Bermingham 

Company Secretary to  

October 8th, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

Conal O’Flanagan 

Company Secretary from   

October 8th, 2017 

 

 

Fiacc O’Brolchain 

 

 

 

 

Niamh Ryan 

 

 

Finance Subcommittee: Brendan Quinn, Conal O’Flanagan, Simon Berrow and Lorraine Bull.  

 

 

  

 

;  
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IWDG Officers 
 

 

Simon Berrow  

Chief Science Officer  

and CEO 

 

 

 

 

 

Lorraine Bull 

General Manager and 

Communications Officer 

 

 

Pádraig Whooley 

Sightings Officer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mick O’Connell 

Strandings Officer 

 

 

Joanne O’Brien 

Conservation Officer 

 

 

 

 

 

Paul Kiernan 

Welfare Officer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dave Wall 

Ship Surveys Officer 

 

Patrick Lyne 

MMO Officer 

 

Padraic de Bhaldraithe  

Irish Language Officer 

 

 

 

 

 

Isabel Baker  

Photo-ID Officer 

 

Cathy Hinds 

Northern Ireland Officer 

 

 

 

Meadhbh Quinn 

Outreach Officer 
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IWDG Membership  
 

Current membership stands at 387, which is a slight increase on 374 from the end of 2016.  However, 

there is still significant improvement to be made, especially in retention of new members. While many of 

our members support us as they simply wish to support and acknowledge our research, education and 

conservation work, many members wish to gain something in return for their membership.  In 2017, 

initiatives to combat a decline in membership were started and will hopefully improve membership 

figures in 2018.  These initiatives include: 

 

● A review of the entire membership database to ensure people renewing are receiving 

notifications and standing orders are matched to members’ profiles.  

● Improving the IWDG welcome pack and introducing a gift element to renewing membership.  

● Improving the Ezine newsletters to members to provide more information on the work of the 

IWDG.  

● Increased social media presence and advertising membership options at key events, such as 

Mother’s Day, Father’s Day and Christmas.  

● Providing more opportunities for attending courses, sailing on Celtic Mist 

● Encourage local groups so members can meet like-minded people and be active locally 

● Merchandising review and sourcing new items to sell online and at events.  

 

Other initiatives to be rolled out in 2018 include: 

 

● Questionnaire to members to feed into 2019-2021 Business Plan.  

● Improvements to the IWDG website to include a whale-watching section for members and better 

access to sightings and strandings information.  

● Construction of a membership forum, which will act as a place where members can interact with 

members and officers alike, start and participate in informed discussion, keep up to date with 

current news and research, and more.   

● Setting a calendar of events for 2018 to inform members.  

● Establish more local IWDG groups  

● Mail shots to groups such as sailing clubs, scouts, youth groups to encourage members. 

● Review of membership prices and options, including a junior membership option. 

● Look at producing publications aimed at a younger audience to encourage younger memberships 

and schools.  
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IWDG Local Groups 
 

The IWDG recognises that forming local groups is important for building a strong membership base and 

network for sightings and strandings and for members to meet like-minded people and get more active 

locally. We established two new local groups in West Clare and Galway, while our existing groups in North 

Kerry, Donegal and Northern Ireland, did a great job in running events, workshops and whale watches.  

 

IWDG Northern Ireland 
 

IWDG Northern Ireland continued their programme of great talks and whale watches. The group delivered 

talks and training workshops on the identification of whales and dolphins, conducted whale and dolphin 

watching trips from various headlands in Northern Ireland as well as watches and outreach as part of 

Whale Watch Ireland and during Marine Week. The group also took part in recording strandings and 

attending stranding events.  

 

IWDG Donegal 
 

IWDG Donegal were actively involved in both reporting sightings and strandings and assisting at live 

strandings during 2017.  The group also took part in outreach events as part of Whale Watch Ireland and 

did a great job in highlighting issues with pollution and plastics in the marine environment and their effect 

on cetaceans, as well as promoting the marine wildlife off Donegal and assisting injured marine birds.  

 

IWDG North Kerry  
 

IWDG North Kerry local group was established in late 2016 and built its membership base throughout 

2017. The group undertook training in the identification of whales and dolphins, completed whale and 

dolphin watching trips from headlands in Kerry and onboard the Celtic Mist, conducted outreach at the 

Tarbert festival and Whale Watch Ireland, as well as hosting a talk for Biodiversity Week and assisting at 

dolphin strandings.   

  

IWDG West Clare 
 

IWDG West Clare kicked off with an evening of talks on the whales and dolphins found in Clare offshore 

and inshore waters in Kilkee. The evening, hosted by Simon Berrow with Ken O’Sullivan and Johns Collins, 

had great attendance on a wet and wild Friday evening.  The group then took part in the Stranding 

Network meeting and workshop; conducted boat-based whale and dolphin watching trips offshore and 

watches from headlands; outreach as part of Biodiversity Week and Whale Watch Ireland and assisted 

with repairs to the Celtic Mist and at dolphin strandings - a great start for 2017!  

 

IWDG Galway 
 

IWDG Galway was established in the autumn to continue to promote the monitoring of whales and 

dolphins around the coast of County Galway and Galway Bay. In 2017, there was a sighting of a humpback 

whale spotted from Barna pier, a first for Inner Galway Bay! The group also recorded strandings of pilot 

whale, minke whale, killer whale, bottlenose dolphin, common dolphin and harbour porpoise; took part 

in education and outreach at Seafest and helped to arrange the screening of Sonic Sea at the Galway-

Mayo Institute of Technology.  
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CETACEAN SIGHTINGS REVIEW 
 

 

During 2017, the IWDG received and validated 1,550 cetacean and basking shark sighting records, 

combining both casual and effort related sightings.  As with previous years, most cetacean sightings 

reported are mainly from inshore waters of 1-20km but a small number were from places like the 

Porcupine Seabight and offshore off the west coast, which increases the species diversity to include some 

deep divers such as sperm and beaked whales. 

 

 
 

In order of frequency of sighting records, the 8 most commonly-seen species were:   

 

1. Harbour porpoise   x432 (29.4%) 

2. Common dolphin    x234 (16%) 

3. Minke whale            x196 (13.4%) 

4. Bottlenose dolphin x189 (13%) 

5. Humpback whale    x112 (7.5%) 

6. Fin whale                  x59 (4%) 

7. Basking shark          x52 (3.5%) 

8.  Risso’s dolphins      x40 (2.7%) 
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The first and second most frequently sighted species were harbour porpoise and common dolphin which 

is as expected. Although minke whales were the third most frequently sighted species, they were slightly 

down on 2016 when their numbers were up by 11%.  This was to a large degree driven by some very high 

summer counts during research and commercial whale watching trips in West Cork and Kerry, which on 

35 occasions produced best estimates of 10 or more individuals. The largest count on any day was by Cork 

Whale Watch on 12 July when he estimated a staggering 60 plus minkes in the waters around the Stags, 

West Cork. The IWDG on a trip with Cork Whale Watch a week earlier had estimated around 40-50 animals 

so these numbers are quite consistent. While such aggregations seem in recent years seem to be 

restricted to a few local hotspots in the south and southwest, the minke whale remains our most widely 

distributed whale and the only whale species that can and occurs around our entire coastline. 

 

 
Photo: Minke whale © Padraig Whooley 

 

The large baleen whales continue to show a reversal in sighting rates, with humpback whale sightings 

marginally down on 2016, but fin whale sightings on the decline with a 48% drop in reported sightings.  

The reasons for this are likely to be multifaceted, but the most likely cause is prey availability to humpback 
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whales in late spring/early summer and perhaps a decline of sprat in the autumn and winter what we 

once called the “large whale season”. This term is appearing redundant, simply because fin whales seem 

not to be returning to their south coast haunts with the frequency or numbers of previous years. IWDG 

strongly consider more knowledge of forage fish abundance and inter-annual changes is important and a 

management plan for sprat especially is essential.  

 

IWDG have traditionally collected records of basking sharks and turtles. Basking shark sighting records 

were also down on 2016 with a 36% decline in reports in 2017. These lower number of records may reflect 

poor sea conditions that persisted throughout much of the traditional peak shark season (May-July); and 

as we all know basking sharks are even less likely to be detected than cetaceans in high sea-states. 

  

In Summary 

 

 In 2017, we validated 1,550+ sighting records from all Irish waters.  

 1,327 sighting records or 91% were allocated to species level. This figure was 90% in 2016. 

 11 species of cetacea were recorded, including our second consecutive year with a bowhead 

whale Balaena mysticetus. 

 The month with the greatest number of sightings was April which is quite remarkably, with 231 

records, which reflects another very poor Irish Summer period.   

 

The volume and geographic spread of sightings suggest that the IWDG Cetacean Sighting Scheme as a 

biological recording requires support and promotion especially off the northwest and relies on a small 

number of dedicated recorders to provide the bulk of sightings.  We need to review where the sighting 

scheme and to see why sighting reports have plateaued at around 1,550 records.  
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Most sightings are submitted on-line and we need further improvement on our current website’s 

reporting functions. The impact of new social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram 

on recording schemes is also an issue. Up to relatively recently, www.iwdg.ie. was really the only platform 

where people could show others what they were observing. However, now people will post their images 

or videos on their own social media platforms, and while a percentage of these will filter down to the 

IWDG, many presumably do not. Today’s image rich social media environment, has improved our ability 

to validate records to species level which has improved from an historic 86-87% to 91%.  

 

So, while the Sighting Scheme remains the countries only repository for validated cetacean sighting 

records, the state agencies responsible for protecting our wildlife and habitats should not assume that 

biological recording schemes which underpin a lot of conservation and research will continue at this level 

run year after year without any support.  Goodwill, Citizen Science and considerable volunteer effort will 

not be enough, and a critical review of this and the stranding scheme is required.  

 

Weather apart, 2017 was another interesting year for the cetacean monitoring of in Irish waters. The flow 

of sighting records produced some interesting trends and some very unusual records, such as the second 

consecutive year for a bowhead whale in Irish waters.   

 

We’d like to take this opportunity to 

thank all our members for reporting 

their casual sightings to us, and to those 

hard-core effort watchers who put in so 

much dedicated time. You have our 

respect and appreciation.  

 
Photo (right): Spy-hopping humpback whale, 5 

July 2017. © Addie Knight.  

  

http://www.iwdg.ie/
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 CETACEAN STRANDINGS REVIEW 
 

  

Since numbers of reported cetacean strandings began to rise in 2011, every year it appeared that a peak 

in numbers was reached.  Following the close of 2017, however, the question is more when will we reach 

a peak?  During 2017, an unprecedented 263 cetacean strandings were recorded in Ireland, 44 more 

strandings than in 2013 (the previous high) and around double the numbers recorded in years prior to 

2011 (Fig. 1). 

 

 
Figure 1.  Total numbers of stranding records and individual cetaceans reported to the IWDG between 
1990 and 2017. 

 

 

Increased strandings are often attributed to an increase in ‘recorder effort’ due to better publicity, mobile 

phones etc. but one of the most notable features of the trend is that it is predominantly down to one 

species, the common dolphin. If the upward trend in strandings was due to an increase in reporting, it is 

reasonable to assume that numbers of all species would increase relative to each other. But the fact is 

that, even with the high number of total strandings in 2017, a massive 40% of these were common 

dolphins. That’s 107 strandings of 130 animals excluding a further 42 unidentified species, of which 

something around 25 were likely to have been common dolphins had identification been possible. 

Common dolphin mortality on Irish shores is of serious concern to the IWDG (see below). 
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Figure 2. Total numbers of Common dolphin strandings reported to the IWDG (2005 to 2017). 
 

 

During 2017, 12 identifiable species were recorded – bottlenose dolphin (7), common dolphin (107), 

Cuvier’s beaked whale (3), fin whale (1), harbour porpoise (46), killer whale (1), minke whale (9), long-

finned pilot whale (16), Risso’s dolphin (3), sperm whale (3), striped dolphin (12) and white-beaked 

dolphin (2). 32 live strandings were recorded, up from 2016 (22) and 2015 (27). Strandings were recorded 

in all months with a peak from January to April and highs in August and December. 

 

The Stranding Scheme was part-funded during 2017 by the National Parks and Wildlife Service of 

the Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht. As part of this funding, details of these 

strandings were forwarded to the National Biodiversity Data Centre for inclusion in their databases and 

validated records were sent for publication in the Irish Naturalist’s Journal.   Where possible, skin tissue 

samples were also collected and forwarded to the National Museum – Irish Natural History.  

 

We would like to thank the Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht for their support in funding 

this scheme.  

 

 

Ireland’s First Post-mortem of stranded dolphins project 
 
The IWDG are delighted that a pilot post-mortem programme was initiated by the Marine Institute and 
National Parks and Wildlife Service in 2017. The programme involves recovery of a selected number of 
dolphins.  The IWDG have been requesting such a programme for the past 20 years and we were asked 
to support this crucial project.  
 
Further details on the project can be found in the IWDG Consulting, Necropsy section in this document.  
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CONSERVATION WORK 
 

 

The IWDG was established to improve the conservation status and prospects of whales, dolphins and 

porpoise in Irish waters. To achieve that it needed to improve knowledge of their distribution and 

abundance in Irish waters and identify important habitats and periods and identify threats. The IWDG has 

the most comprehensive database on Irish cetaceans than anybody and linking this knowledge with 

conservation threats is the basis of good conservation. 

 

Impacts of Fishing 
 

While fishing activity is considered the largest threat to small cetaceans (dolphins and porpoise) 

worldwide the IWDG have become every concerned about unsustainable fishing practices including 

removal of potentially important prey species.    

 

Removal of sprat 
 
In late autumn, the IWDG raised concerns over the presence of pair trawling in the Lower River Shannon 

SAC, which is a protected site for bottlenose dolphins. The IWDG contacted the National Parks and 

Wildlife Service and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine. While not illegal, as sprat are a 

non-quota species, the IWDG has serious concerns about the impact that the removal of this forage fish 

could have on the food supply on bottlenose dolphins. The IWDG requested that, under the precautionary 

principle, these vessels cease fishing immediately within the SAC until a full assessment, including 

consultation had been carried out. 

 

Following an intense communications campaign on social media and interviews on TV3 news, local radio 

and copy in local papers, the IWDG finally received a disappointing response from the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine. Eventually after repeated requests, the IWDG received a copy of the 

risk assessment of fisheries interactions in Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) that was undertaken by 

the Marine Institute.  

 

In 2018, the group will review this report wish to organise a workshop with the Marine Institute and 

Regional Inshore Fishermen’s Forums to explore the options for sustainable fisheries management that 

is in the interests of all stakeholders.  IWDG have also worked with IEN members to support initiatives at 

the EU level to encourage sustainable fishing. 

 

Marine Protected Area for Bottlenose Dolphins 
 

Following the IWDG publication on the use of Brandon and Tralee Bays, in North Kerry by the genetically 

discrete Shannon dolphin population, the IWDG wrote to the Minister of Arts, Heritage and Rural Affairs, 

Heather Humphries, TD, to call for the establishment of Tralee and Brandon Bays as protected areas for 

bottlenose dolphins. IWDG research between 2013-2016, showed that the bottlenose dolphins that are 

regularly recorded in the bays and are part of the Shannon bottlenose population. While the Department 

welcomed the data, the IWDG’s proposal to extend the boundary of the current Lower River Shannon 

SAC to cover these bays was rejected.  
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WELFARE 
 

The welfare of whales, dolphins and porpoise at the individual level is very important to the IWDG. While 

population effects are addressed through IWDG conservation initiatives, welfare issues are addressed at 

the individual level, where IWDG adopt and promote international best practice.   

 

Photo left: Dead stranding of a Common 

Dolphin © Nick Massett 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Publications and Meetings 
 

The welfare of stranded cetaceans lies at the core of IWDG Welfare policy. The IWDG published a Welfare 

Policy Document in 2016 and has been circulated to members, government and relevant stakeholders in 

2017.  This policy covers a wide range of welfare issues from fisheries bycatch, entanglement, disturbance 

including through whale watching and live strandings. Live strandings are not uncommon with between 

20-30 reported each year. To assist in developing an effective and co-ordinated approach, the IWDG 

revised and published ‘Face to Face with a Beached Whale’, the IWDG’s Live Stranding Policy and 

procedure, which encompasses research with international partners and international best practice.   

 

The IWDG Welfare Officer also attended several welfare events, including workshops run by the 

International Whaling Commission (IWC) and European Cetacean Society (ECS) during 2017 to keep in 

touch with the development and philosophy behind best practice guidelines when dealing with welfare 

matters.  The IWDG also attending the Live Large Whale Stranding Response Workshop in Halifax, Nova 

Scotia as part of the SAM conference, organised by IFAW.  

 

Live Strandings 
 

The IWDG were informed of four separate live stranding events before the middle of January 2017.  A 

probable common dolphin in Duncannon, Co. Wexford was re-floated on January 6th; three common 

dolphins live stranded in the Shannon Estuary near Tarbert in Co. Kerry on January 8th.  Two were re-

floated (with one dying) by the IWDG Conservation Officer.  A few days later another three common 

dolphins were found at Dungarvan. Co. Waterford but with only two of the animals still alive when found 

and in very poor body condition, re-floating was not successful.  A solitary dolphin was then re-floated in 

the Kenmare river on January 14th.  In March, four common dolphins stranded in Cloghane, Co. Kerry and 

with the help of local IWDG members, the local community centre and local farmers, all four were 
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successfully re-floated. Finally, in May, a solitary common dolphin that was found at Doonbeg in Co. Clare 

was re-floated twice but unfortunately re-stranded in the area.  

 

Some of these individuals were 

recovered for post-mortem 

which will provide an interesting 

insight into why dolphins strand. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Disentanglement Network  
 

The IWDG have become very aware of the entanglement risk in surface buoy ropes attached on fishing 

gear in inshore waters, especially for humpback whales. IWDG member, Nick Massett, secured 

sponsorship from Spyderco in the United States, who supplied the group with four large specially 

designed whale blades and smaller diving knives. During 2018, the group are trying to develop an action 

plan response network in conjunction with other interested groups, which will include training in 

techniques and protocols.  
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RESEARCH 
 

 

Research is of fundamental importance to the IWDG, in order to increase our understanding of the 

ecology of cetaceans in Ireland and the importance of Irish waters and to identify and assess threats and 

pressures. The IWDG believes that good conservation is supported by a strong scientific basis and best 

practice. To this aim, we encourage, carry out, and support research and monitoring of cetaceans in 

Ireland. IWDG also provide data to individuals and institutions to build relationships and get more value 

out of our datasets. Examples of some of the main research projects carried out are presented below. 

 

Offshore Surveys 
 

IWDG continued to collect offshore data to inform our offshore policies. We place researchers onto three 

ferry routes crossing the Irish Sea on a monthly basis. We also use the state research vessel RV Celtic 

Explorer when the opportunity arises. In 2017, we carried out the 14th consecutive year of recording 

cetaceans on the Celtic Sea in October to maintain our time series.  

 

Large Whale Project  
 

An unprecedented number of sightings of individual humpback whales was reported during 2017, while 

records of fin whales inshore continued to decline.  Interestingly some were from counties Clare and 

Galway as well as Kerry with fewer sightings from historical hotspots off Counties Cork and Wexford. 

IWDG Sightings Officer with assistance from Nick Massett, Kerry member, updated the Irish Humpback 

Whale Photo Identification catalogue. A third international match to Iceland was recorded from the IWDG 

research vessel Celtic Mist when a humpback photographed off west Kerry has also been recorded in 

Iceland. 

 
Bottlenose Dolphin Photo-id Catalogue 
 

The IWDG continued to collect and database 

images from bottlenose dolphins from around the 

Irish coast. The number of images submitted to the 

IWDG is now such that we have organised them 

onto IMatch and Finbase software to enable easy 

and rapid access to inform research and 

conservation needs.  

 

Shannon Dolphin Project 
 

During 2017 the IWDG took ownership of the long-term study of bottlenose dolphins in the Shannon 

estuary. IWDG continued to support research assistants who joined commercial dolphin watching vessels 

as well as carrying out dedicated surveys on the IWDG RIB Muc Mhara. These images and associated data 

are also have organised them onto IMatch and Finbase software. 
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Marine debris in stranded cetaceans 
 

The IWDG were partners in a study on marine debris with GMIT and UCC. IWDG provided a stomachs and 

intestines through its stranding scheme for microplastic analysis. The study found marine debris in 8.5% 

of the dolphins and porpoise examined and microplastics in every individual examined. A total of 528 

digestive tracts were examined, from 11 species making this one of the most comprehensive studies of 

the incidence of marine debris in whales and dolphins ever published. 

 

Offshore Shelf-edge Surveys 
 

The ongoing attempts to survey important shelf edge habitat with RV Celtic Mist was continued during 

2017 when a week-long shelf edge survey was carried out. Due to poor weather only two days were spent 

of the shelf west of Kerry but fin whales were observed along with long-finned pilot whales and dolphins.  
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EDUCATION AND OUTREACH 
 

 

The IWDG’s education and outreach programme continued to grow in 2017, through contacting members 

via ezine; conducting talks around the country; outreach at public events; hosting whale and dolphin 

identification and strandings workshops; land and boat-based whale watches; and conducting outreach 

and education with schools and corporates. Key highlights included:   

 

Whale Watch Ireland 
 

On Saturday, 26th August, the IWDG hosted Whale Watch Ireland 2017, the 

IWDG’s flagship outreach event, which is sponsored by Inis. This All–Ireland 

Whale Watch day comprised free, guided whale watches at 20 sites 

throughout the country. Now in its 17th consecutive year, Whale Watch 

Ireland is one of the largest Irish wildlife events and was the biggest yet, 

attracting c.1,300 whale watchers, wildlife enthusiasts and visitors at 20 

sites, spread over 14 counties in all four provinces.   

 

The main objective of Whale Watch Ireland is to raise awareness of the 25 

species of cetaceans (whales and dolphins) recorded to date in Irish waters, and to promote their 

conservation by highlighting public participation in our successful recording schemes, which encourage 

members of the public to report sightings and strandings to the IWDG. The event is held during Heritage 

Week to maximise impact and attract as wide an audience as possible. For many attending, it was their 

first encounter with a cetacean 

in the wild in Irish waters.  

 

Attendees at sites were 

provided with interpretation by 

IWDG personnel, who have vast 

experience regarding cetaceans 

and their ecology, biology and 

the conservation threats facing 

these marine mammals.  An 

assortment of whale artefacts 

were also on view at some sites, 

and handouts and information 

sheets were supplied.  

 

Due to calm seas and clear skies, sightings 

were observed at an impressive 75% of the 20 

sites covered. In total, six species of cetacean 

were observed: humpback whales, minke 

whales, common dolphins, bottlenose 

dolphins, Risso’s dolphins and harbour 

porpoises plus other marine megafauna: blue 

fin tuna, ocean sunfish and grey seals.  
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From all of us in IWDG, we extend a huge thanks to all the dedicated whale watchers who volunteered 

their time and energy and our core sponsors, Inis, for once again making this wonderful day possible 

(www.inisfragrance.com).  

 

 
 

National Biodiversity Week 
 

As part of National Biodiversity week, 20 – 28 May 2017, the IWDG hosted five events. Land-based whale 

watches were conducted in Clare and Cork; whale and dolphin talks were given to members of the public 

in Clare and Kerry; and a seashore exploration and whale and dolphin information sessions were 

conducted in Galway in conjunction with the Galway Atlantaquaria. There was an estimated reach of 68 

people across all events.  

 

Outreach at public events 
 

As well as Whale Watch Day and 

National Biodiversity Week, the 

IWDG attended several national 

events, including: World Oceans Day 

at the Galway Atlantaquaria; Go Wild 

in Galway; Seafest in Galway; 

Riverfest in Dublin; the Drogheda 

Maritime Festival; the National 

Museum of Ireland – Natural 

History’s 160th year celebrations; and 

the Dive Ireland International Expo. At each 

event, the biology, ecology, range of species and places to see whales and dolphins in Ireland was 

promoted, along with how members of the public can get involved with IWDG recording schemes. A range 

of biofacts, such as skulls, teeth and baleen were on display at each event, as well as posters and literature 

for distribution. There was an estimated reach of nearly 3,000 people across all events.  

 

file:///C:/Users/Lorraine/AppData/Roaming/Microsoft/Word/www.inisfragrance.com
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Outreach with businesses 
 

As part of its corporate programme, the IWDG 

delivered 7 boat-based surveys in West Cork with 

volunteers from Apple Computer in Cork, who all 

received instruction on whale and dolphin species 

identification and recording and reporting procedures. 

We also collaborated with marine tourism operators to 

ensure best practice, sustainability and continuity to 

recording schemes.  

 

If your organisation would like to find out more about 

how we can assist with your corporate social 

responsibility programmes, please don’t hesitate to get 

in touch.  

 
Marine Education and Training  
 

The IWDG conducted numerous talks and marine education workshops for schools, youth groups and 

members of the public around the country. Workshops on the identification and recording of whales and 

dolphins were also hosted in conjunction with the National Biodiversity Data Centre, Local Authorities 

and IWDG local groups.  

 

Our programme of training for those hoping to 

work as a professional Marine Mammal Observer 

in industry also continued and we delivered two 

Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) and 

Irish mitigation guidelines courses as well as a 

Protected Species Observer (PSO) course. The 

JNCC course is the de facto standard of the oil and 

gas industry worldwide and we are one of the 

main deliverers of this course in Ireland.   

 

With funding from the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency), the IWDG set up an online mitigation 

course to educate on some of the mistakes that can be made due to a lack of familiarity with mitigation 

guidelines and the Irish regulatory system.  A practical study was also held on the Celtic Mist to allow 

members to become familiar with a range of species in different habitats from near-shore to offshore 

shelf areas. The course, which included Passive Acoustic Monitoring, was a valuable addition to the six 

weeks required by Marine Mammal Observers (MMOs) to work with industry as it introduced a variety 

of species and behaviours that are rarely seen by most observers.  
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CELTIC MIST  
 

Following the great success of the 2016 anniversary cruise, the 

IWDG’s research vessel, Celtic Mist, carried out another tour 

around the Irish coast visiting counties: Clare, Kerry, Cork, 

Waterford, Wexford, Wicklow, Dublin and Louth, before returning 

to the west for Seafest in Galway.  

 

The tour proved to be another great platform from which to connect with members of the public, 

who could put a face to the IWDG and find out about whales and dolphin. Each individual leg had its 

highlights, and many participants reached out to the organisers afterwards to reiterate how much 

they enjoyed the tour, and their interest in participating again. While the weather in 2017 wasn’t as 

good as 2016, the 2017 tour had an increased emphasis on recording survey effort on all legs to 

create a dataset of the vessels track and to log sightings along the way. A tour blog also proved to be 

extremely popular with IWDG members and with the public via our website and social media 

platforms. Where possible, the marine mammal observers onboard visited local schools to promote 

marine fauna and conservation, as well as attending maritime events.  
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COMMUNICATIONS 
 

 

IWDG’s high media profile continued in 2017.  There was an intense communications campaign on social 

media and interviews on TV3 news, local radio and copy in local papers regarding the IWDG’s concern 

over pair trawling. The IWDG also 

attracted good coverage, including a 

slot on RTÉ’s Six One news over the 

IWDG’s concern of the recording 

stranding numbers and the need for 

post mortem examinations.  

      

Photo: Bottlenose dolphin feeding on 

pelagic prey in the Shannon Estuary.  

© Isabel Baker/SDWF 

 

 

The IWDG’s Chief Science Officer now has a monthly slot on This Island Nation (broadcast digitally on-line 

and syndicated to local stations nationwide), as well as a monthly piece in the marine industry publication, 

The Marine Times. At the end of 2017, the IWDG’s Chief Science Officer was also interviewed for RTÉ 

radio’s the Mooney Goes Wild Show as well as RTÉ’s Eco Eye, which also featured the IWDG’s Conservation 

Officer (both interviews were broadcast in early 2018).  

 

The film of the IWDG Cape Verde research trip 

(broadcast on TG4 in 2016) was distributed 

internationally, and garnered interest for the group 

from abroad.  Other wildlife documentaries, such as 

Éire Fhiáin broadcast on TG4 and the BBC were 

assisted by IWDG members and helped to promote 

Ireland as whale watching destination.  IWDG 

continue to provide regular radio interviews 

including on RTE, Newstalk and Today FM as well as 

wide range of local stations. 

 

Throughout 2017, the group has increased its presence on Facebook by setting up pages for its new local 

groups and varying the range of posts on both our Facebook and Twitter profiles to raise our public profile 

and link traffic back to the IWDG website.  In 2018, we will also be working on a communications strategy 

across the group to enhance our communications even further.  
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Website Analytics 
 

Website analytics data from 2017 show that in total, the site attracted 185,235 page hits (views), 69,431 

visits (sessions), which is an increase of just over 6,931 from 2016). 32,827 of these were unique visitors 

(users), with 32,069 being new visitors (users). Traffic to the site was at a steady rate of c.3,500 visitors 

for the first half of the year, with a slight dip in June and then a sharp increase to 5,415 visitors in August, 

which coincided with increased publicity for Whale Watch Ireland. Visitors then dropped to c.2,500 for 

the remainder of the year, which needs addressing in 2018. Each visitor viewed 2.67 pages per visit on 

average, and remained on the site for c. 2 mins per visit. In contrast to 2016 (which had 50%-50% split 

between new and returning visitors to the site), in 2017, there was an 82%-18% split between new and 

returning visitors to the site. 

 

While the analytics show an overall increase of visits to the site, the lack of retention of the same visitors 

compared to 2016 needs addressing. Although the IWDG’s website was overhauled in 2015/2016, the 

current website needs significant development to improve cetacean reporting functions, data extraction, 

and the general end-user experience.  In feedback from our members, there is a notable absence of some 

of the functions that the former IWDG website contained, which is impacting on people’s interest in 

reporting and viewing the site. Therefore, for 2018, we are making changes to the site as a matter of 

priority to resolve these issues and improve the site for our members and as an information resource.  
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IWDG Consulting  
  
 

The IWDG provides consulting services to utilise its 
experience and knowledge of whales and dolphins in Ireland. 
We feel we are best placed to deliver marine mammal 
mitigation, provide marine mammal risk assessments using 
latest sightings data and to carry out Environmental Impact Assessments. Our team of qualified and 
experienced people provide MMO services as well as dedicated visual and acoustic surveys. Overheads 
from IWDG Consulting are also a very important source of income to the IWDG to support our recording 
schemes and research.  
  
During 2017, the IWDG continued to grow its consulting wing.  
IWDG Consulting have a full time marine mammal ecologist 
working on delivery of the Marine Mammal Mitigation plan for 
Dublin Port as well as proving MMO Services to a range of clients 
including Port of Cork, L&M Keating and Irish Hydrodata. We also 
carried out several Environmental Impact and Appropriate 
Assessments and Marine Mammal Risk Assessments for RPS, 
Malachy Walsh and L&M Keating as well as several local 
authorities, including Fingal, Wexford and Waterford.  
 
 
IWDG were involved in a number of large projects including 
ObSERVE-Acoustic and Ecosystem Tipping Points project funded 
by the DCECC, NPWS and the EPA. The IWDG won the contract to 
records cetaceans on the Celtic Sea Herring Survey for the Marine 
Institute on the tri-annual Mackerel Egg Survey and fifth 
consecutive year carried out a discard study on the Celtic Sea Herring Fishery 
for the CSHMAC. IWDG also won in collaboration with the RVLs and GMIT the contract to provide 
sampling and necropsy services including recovery of dolphins and porpoise for post-mortem (project 
detailed below).  
 

This consultancy enables IWDG to support highly professional and qualified consultants to provide their 

services to the IWDG. For further information see: http://consulting.iwdg.ie/ 

 

 
Necropsy of Stranded Cetaceans Project 
 

In 2017, the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) successfully won a tender to conduct a cetacean post-

mortem scheme on behalf of the Marine Institute and the National Parks and Wildlife Service, in 

collaboration with the Regional Veterinary Laboratories of the Department of Agriculture (RVL) and the 

Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT).  The aim of the project is to conduct standardized 

laboratory necropsies of a targeted number of common and striped dolphins, as well as harbour 

porpoises.  

 

Utilising the IWDG’s well-established strandings scheme, which began in 1991, submitted stranding 

records of animals that fit the project criteria (i.e. good-moderate condition, target species) were 

collected and brought to the RVL in Cork City for post-mortem examination by qualified veterinarian, Dr 

Jim O’Donovan, to determine the cause of death. 

http://consulting.iwdg.ie/
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From these necropsy examinations, veterinarians from the RVL with the aid of biologists from GMIT and 

the IWDG generate detailed case history reports for each animal documenting details of the animal’s 

initial examination, as well as the results of any tests such as bacteriology and histology and any other 

significant findings. The UK cetacean strandings investigation programme (CSIP) at the Institute of Zoology 

in London has provided the team with expert training and technical guidance, and is also providing 

independent oversight on the case histories generated from all necropsies. Samples collected during 

the necropsies will be stored and may be used to facilitate a variety of future investigations of marine 

mammal ecology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo (above): Harbour Porpoise for post-mortem examination.  

© Stephanie Levesque 

 

 

 
LOOKING FORWARD 
 

In our 2016 annual report, we reported that the IWDG was in a good position to consolidate its 

activities over the next three years. The same can be said at the end of 2017. During the year we 

have worked on improving our structure, governance, membership administration and financial 

administration, as well as starting to develop strategies for fundraising and communications.  In 

2018, we will also be working on our new three-year business plan; improving the reporting function 

on our website; carrying out essential maintenance and repairs to our research vessel, the Celtic 

Mist; increasing our understanding of Irish cetacean migration by undertaking research in Iceland; 

as well as increasing research output by tendering for more consultancy work.  
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FUNDING  
 

The full set of audited accounts for 2017 and previous years are available on our website: 
www.iwdg.ie. The IWDG is funded by a variety of agencies contributing to the overall development 
of the organisation and project specific work. The IWDG also receives funding through donations, 
membership fees, merchandise and resource sales, corporate sponsorship and consultancy work 
(through IWDG Consulting).  In 2017, the IWDG received funding and support from:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And Local Authorities nationwide under the Environmental Partnership Fund 
 

http://www.iwdg.ie/

