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STATEMENT FROM THE BOARD  

At the time of writing, Ireland and indeed the whole world, is gripped by the Covid-19 crisis. As our Chairperson, 

Brendan Quinn, a pharmacist by profession, is extremely busy in the difficult task of responding to this crisis, it 

has fallen to me as Secretary of the Board of Directors to draft this statement. I can only wish him and all others 

engaged in this vital effort every success. 

It was a very busy year for the IWDG, across a number of fronts, but especially in the area of our public profile. 

We reached out to the public in a way we hadn’t done before. We led off with the Library Tour, during which 

we recounted the story of the Celtic Mist expedition to Iceland, in public libraries and other community venues 

around the country, raising our profile, and resulting in a substantial number of new members. In early 

summer, with the support of the Irish Environmental Network, and in partnership with other NGO’s, the 

Floating Classroom visited schools, and did local media interviews in towns and villages along the east and 

south coast between Dublin and Cork. The level of interest and knowledge in cetaceans, and the marine 

environment generally, in some schools was really heart-warming.  Whale Watch day, as usual, generated great 

interest, and the year ended with the very well attended WhaleTales event in Dublin.   Our new improved 

website and increased social media presence has attracted great praise and I believe we can look back on the 

year as one where we engaged really positively with the public.  

Meanwhile all the other core activities, such as our research and consultancy, continued throughout the year. 

The Sightings and Strandings schemes continued to add to our knowledge, as did the Shannon Dolphin Study, 

while other projects like the small cetacean post mortem project and Whaletrack added new dimensions to 

our research. Our consultancy continued to thrive, generating a valuable income stream, while ensuring that 

marine engineering works were properly monitored. There was so much else done during the year that it would 

be impossible to list them all, valuable though they were. 

Good things don’t happen by themselves, they are the result of effort, enthusiasm and teamwork. There are 

so many people to thank, from those within the IWDG, our team in Kilrush and beyond, officers, staff, and 

board members to our very generous sponsors and donors, our sister NGO’s, and of course our members and 

supporters.  Without us all pulling together as we do, (even if we sometimes feel we are working in little 

bubbles of our own,) we could achieve very little.  A massive thanks to all. 

Finally, in my opening paragraph I alluded to the Covid 19 crisis. By the time this report is published, I hope the 

crisis will have passed and that all of us can look forward to continuing good health and to hopefully continuing 

our work on behalf of cetaceans and the wider marine environment. 

 

Conal O’Flanagan 
Secretary of the Board of Directors 
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STATEMENT FROM THE CEO 
 

We have had another busy year. Although the IWDG collects stories, data, tissue samples and experiences!  It's 

the people involved who make things happen and make the success the IWDG enjoys.  

 

We are now in a position to take on good people, who have built experience and a relationship with the IWDG. 

We started 2019 with Seán O’Callaghan as our full time Science Officer and ended with Sibéal Regan as our 

full-time Education and Outreach Officer. Both great people, making things happen. Our core team in Kilrush 

of Mags, Trea, Frances and Susie provide so much drive and passion, it's a great environment to be working in. 

Thank you ladies.  

 

On a more practical front, our new branding and website was launched and is now being rolled out on IWDG 

publications and social media. The new branding is powerful and eye-catching and heralds a new era of the 

IWDG. IWDG have also engaged Tony from Canola Pictures to tell our stories through film, a powerful media 

in our modern times and Tony captures the essence of IWDG so well. Celtic Mist is now one of our greatest 

assets with IWDG members enjoying their survey weeks onboard. Celtic Mist has also never been in better 

shape, all thanks to Fiacc and Mick and the “men’s shed” with women too, working hard in Grand Canal Dock 

through the winter. During 2019 we piloted “The Floating Classroom” with partners in the Irish Environmental 

Network. A great success which we will repeat in 2020.  

 

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. Membership is increasing, we now have over 

1,000 subscribers in our new outreach platform.  IWDG is going from strength to strength, which is so important 

in these ever-changing times. Thank you to all our members and a special shout out to Inis - our core sponsors 

who are not only so generous but provide feedback and guidance from the corporate world.  

 

 
Dr Simon Berrow 

Chief Executive Officer 
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HIGHLIGHTS DURING 2019 
 

 
 

Education and Outreach: IWDG have recently (September 2019) employed an Education and 
Outreach Officer. Her role is to support local groups and develop an education programme  

 
IWDG continued to support the All Ireland Cetacean Stranding and Sighting Schemes to collect and 
validate data on whales, dolphins and porpoises. We received 1,613 sightings and 263 strandings of 

whales and dolphins during 2019. These data are used to identify trends and unusual events and support 
development of conservation actions and policies. They are also provided to third-level institutes to add 
value through more detailed analysis.  
 

IWDG funded Celtic Mist as an education and research platform for IWDG members. During 2019 it 
sailed from Dublin to Galway and back on 12 week long legs including a two week Floating Classroom 

between Dublin and Cork.  
 

IWDG launched a new website and branding in 2019 to provide better access to our information, 
data, policies and social media platforms. 

 
Whale Track Ireland increased its  research effort off counties Kerry, Cork, Waterford and Clare with 
help from Ryanair funding. 
 
Shannon Dolphin Project: IWDG continued to support the long-term monitoring of the bottlenose 
dolphins in the Shannon Estuary. 

 

Whale Watch Ireland 2019, the IWDG flagship outreach event, attended by around 900 people 

with cetacean sightings at 58% of sites.  

 
IWDG designed and produced two printed magazines called Flukes for the first time since 2010 and 

distributed them to all IWDG members. It was also sent to people outside the IWDG to promote our work 
 
Shannon Dolphin Centre: IWDG supported the education centre in Kilrush which also acts as our 
Registered Office. The education centre is run by volunteers and is open daily between May and 

September with free admission.  
 
Local Groups: IWDG have established two more local groups in Sligo and Mayo to add to our 
existing network. More are planned for 2020 and beyond. 
 
IWDG carried out a Library Tour during winter 2019 to promote the recent IWDG expedition to 

Iceland on Celtic Mist and encourage involvement.  
 
WhaleTales: IWDG organised a meeting of the group and its members under the new branding of 
WhaleTales: stories from the IWDG and its members.  
 
Training Courses: IWDG delivered a number of courses including species identification and 
recording and welfare of live stranded cetaceans.  
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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 and 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, fishers 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. 

 

Fin whale off SW coast © Simon Berrow 
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Governance 
 
The IWDG is a registered charity (Charity Number: CHY 11163) and registered with the Charity Regulatory 

Authority (No. 20029913). The IWDG are governed by a voluntary board of Directors composed of members to 

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

and development. In 2019, 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 are an employer with two full-time 

employees, 8 service providers and 12 consultants assisting us to deliver our work. We appointed a new co-

ordinator to take a longer-term more strategic view of the IWDG while the board continues to provide oversight 

on corporate governance and finance.  

 

IWDG Directors 
 

 

Brendan Quinn (Chair) 
 
Email: 
Brendan.quinn@iwdg.ie  

 

Conal O’Flanagan 
(Secretary)  
 
Email: 
conal.oflanagan@iwdg.ie 

 

Dr Noirin Burke  
 
Email: 
noirin.burke@iwdg.ie 

 

Frances Bermingham 
 
Email: 
frances.berminghan@iwd
g.ie  

 

Fiacc O’Brolchain 
 
Email:  
fiacc.obrolchain@iwdg.ie 

 

Eamonn Clarke 
 
Email: 
eamonn.clarke@iwdg.ie  

mailto:Brendan.quinn@iwdg.ie
about:blank
mailto:noirin.burke@iwdg.ie
mailto:frances.berminghan@iwdg.ie
mailto:frances.berminghan@iwdg.ie
mailto:fiac.obrolchain@iwdg.ie
mailto:eamonn.clarke@iwdg.ie
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IWDG Officers 
 

 

Simon Berrow  

Chief Executive officer 

 

Trea Heapes 

Co-ordinator 

 

Pádraig Whooley 

Sightings Officer 

 

Mick O’Connell 

Strandings Officer 

 Dave Wall 

Conservation Officer 

 

Sibéal Regan  

Education and 

Outreach Officer 

 

 

Padraic de Bhaldraithe  

Irish Language Officer 

 

Patrick Lyne 

MMO Officer 

 

 

 

Cathy Hinds 

Northern Ireland 

Officer 

 Meadhbh Quinn 

Social Media Officer 
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Frances Bermingham 

Membership Officer 

 Mags Daly 

Shannon Dolphin 

 Project Officer 

 

Stephanie Levesque 

Celtic Mist Officer 

 

 

Susanne Matejka 

Book-keeper 

 

Tony Whelan 
Film-maker to the 
IWDG  
 

  

IWDG Membership  
 

Membership at the end of 2019 stands at 387, which is an increase of 60% from 2018 (281 members).  This is 

the first year we have seen a significant increase in membership which has been static or declining. This 

demonstrates the success of new measures implemented during 2019. These included a new software system 

and review of the membership database by our Membership Officer, production of Flukes magazine to 

members and an increase in social media and courses have all helped to increase and retain members. During 

2019 we delivered a number of initiatives including: 

 

● 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.  

● Encouraging 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.  
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New initiatives to be rolled out in 2020 include: 

 

● 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.   

● Establish more local IWDG groups  

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

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

schools.  

 

      
Images from North Kerry Local Group Activities © Louise Overy 

 

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. 

To date we have seven local groups (West Clare, Galway, Sligo, Mayo, North Kerry, Donegal and Northern 

Ireland) and we hope to encourage more groups during the next three years.  

 

IWDG Northern Ireland 
 

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

to different local groups, conducted whale and dolphin watching trips from various headlands in Northern 

Ireland and ferry surveys on Belfast-Cairnryan route 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. Some events (boat trip with Causeway Lass and Rathlin island day with National Trust) were cancelled 

due to poor weather conditions.  

Cathy Gibson 
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IWDG Donegal 
 

During 2019, Donegal IWDG has continued their effort in highlighting environmental marine concerns, 

through social media, radio and local newspapers.  Strandings of whales and dolphins were reported and 

with assistance from the Stranding Necropsy Project several dolphins were transported to Galway; heavy 

work especially on the day we located three cetaceans and brought them all to Galway !! On a brighter 

note the Whale Watch Ireland Day had a successful turn out with at least 50-70 people.  Gareth was 

sharing knowledge and passing round bones and binoculars!! All involved were raising awareness to the 

plight in our Ocean. The summer and autumn months, Donegal held host to some good sightings of 

bottlenose dolphins, porpoise, minke whales and a humpback whale!   

Gareth Doherty 

 
IWDG Sligo 
 

Sligo IWDG has steadily grown in numbers, during 2019, and we expect this to increase throughout 2020. 

Sophie Bresnihan, Sligo local group co-ordinator set up a WhatsApp group to connect members in the local 

group, this has been working really well. In November 2019, the Sligo local group with the help of the Education 

and Outreach Officer organised a boat trip out into Donegal Bay to survey for whales and dolphins. This trip 

raised confidence levels among the Sligo members in their identification skills and raised moral and enthusiasm 

in members. Sligo is a hotspot for stranding events and members have expressed interest in becoming trained 

in first response to live strandings. Live stranding courses have been organised for early 2020 by Sibéal. 

  

Sophie Bresnihan 
  

IWDG Mayo 
 

IWDG Mayo, has continued their effort to promote the monitoring of live whales and dolphins around the 

Mayo coast. A local talk and land-based sighting effort watch were delivered on Achill Island to set up the 

group, with great success at the watch with minke whales, bottlenose dolphins and basking sharks observed. 

In early December there was a live stranding event of a group of Common Dolphins in the Mullet, the local 

Mayo group led by Gemma O’Connor responded to this event, along with members of the public, the local 

NPWD ranger and the Irish Coast Guard. 13 individuals stranded, 10 were successfully refloated and swam 

away, while three remained in the bay. To prepare for similar stranding events in the future a live stranding 

course is scheduled for the Mayo local group for 2020. 

Sorsha Kennedy 

 

IWDG Galway 
 

IWDG Galway, is currently rebuilding after many core members of this local group have moved away from 

Galway for personal reasons. Sibéal Regan has taken over co-ordinating this group and is concentrating on 

rebuilding the group's numbers and confidence. This is working very well, a WhatsApp group has been set up 

by Sibéal and Tess Peters. Connecting people through the galwayiwdg@gmail.ie, WhatsApp group and the 

monthly ezine is working well and the group is slowly rebuilding its numbers. To promote Galways local group 

and build their confidence further a live stranding course, several talks and the annual stranding network 

meeting are planned to take place in Galway, 2020.  

mailto:galwayiwdg@gmail.ie
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Sibéal Regan 

IWDG North Kerry  
 

It has certainly been a busy year for extra-cetacean activities in North Kerry this year and all of this was made 

possible with the hugely appreciated funding support from both LEADER, Kerry CoCo and the South West FLAG. 

Amongst our other annual activities, we were very excited in the beginning of 2019 to receive our very own 

stranding equipment for the southwest live stranding hotspot of Brandon/Tralee Bays. Given the huge number 

of live strandings we have seen in this area over the past years we made an application to FLAG South West in 

2018 for equipment funding that would aid both the rescuer and cetacean and as anyone who has been 

involved in a live stranding or has completed one of the training courses will know, it is definitely not easy 

work! And so, this equipment; both a Whale pontoon and dolphin stretchers, will certainly be of huge use. We 

will also be running a Live stranding 2020 course here in North Kerry for any that are interested as soon the 

social restrictions are lifted.  

  

The group were also very fortunate in the 2019 to be awarded funding from the North East Kerry Development 

through LEADER funding in conjunction with Tralee Bay Heritage Association. This allowed us to run some 

survey trips on the IWDG’s Celtic Mist with the training aimed largely at the tourism industry to promote both 

the biodiversity and heritage of Tralee Bay. So, throughout August- October we were able to conduct numerous 

surveys and training days which was also at the time of when the famous Spirtle (the Scottish sunburnt 

bottlenose dolphin) had been seen in the area. Alas, however we did not see her, but we did make some other 

cetacean sightings for the records. The course days were a huge success and we had a great uptake in places 

and we covered both cetacean and avian biodiversity of the bay, whilst discussing the various topics pertaining 

to the marine environment such as the importance of SAC’s and other legal protections such as those awarded 

to Tralee Bay. We also were able to highlight the importance of reporting and recording all records and 

highlighting how tourism, when well-managed, can have a positive effect on the marine environment. Looking 

forward to what 2020 has to bring, even if it is a more solitary affair! 

Louise Overy 

IWDG West Clare 
 

IWDG West Clare maintained its promotion of whale and dolphin watching and reporting of stranded dolphins 

during 2019. This was primarily through a dedicated Facebook page.  Locally stranded animals were posted 

and two watches for members were organised at Loop Head on top of national events. The group took part in 

Biodiversity Week, Whale Watch Ireland and Loop Head Nature Week with watches from Loop Head and was 

successful in locating humpback whales west of the country under WhaleTrack Ireland. 

 

Simon Berrow 
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IWDG CETACEAN SIGHTINGS REVIEW 
 

 

During 2019, the IWDG received and validated 1,613 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 9 most commonly-seen species were:   

 

 

1. Harbour porpoise   x 382 (24%) 

2. Common dolphin    x 308 (19%) 

3. Minke whale            x 257 (16%) 

4. Bottlenose dolphin x 219 (14%) 

5. Humpback whale    x 127 (8%) 

6. Fin whale                  x 72 (4%) 

7. Basking shark          x 49 (3%) 

8.  Risso’s dolphins      x 35 (2%) 

9. Killer whale      x 6 (0.5%) 
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The first and second most frequently sighted species were harbour porpoise and common dolphin which is as 

expected. Minke whales were the third most frequently sighted species, and sightings were slightly up on 2018.  

Very high counts during research and commercial whale watching trips in West Cork and Kerry from May 

onwards on 30 occasions produced best estimates of 10 or more individuals. The largest count on any day was 

by Cork Whale Watch on 17th May when they estimated an impressive 40 plus minkes in the waters around the 

Deep Hole, West Cork. 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. 

 

The large baleen whales continue to show a reversal in sighting rates, with a 9.4% increase in humpback whale 

sightings (n=127) on 2018, but fin whale sightings (n=72) showing a small decline in reported sightings.  The 

reasons for this are likely to be multifaceted, but the most likely cause is prey availability to humpback 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 (n=49) 

were also down in 2019 with a 22% decline in reports in 2018. Sightings of the planet’s second largest species 

of fish were at the lowest level recorded by IWDG in the previous decade.  
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Photo: Minke whale © Pádraig Whooley, IWDG 

 

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

recording requires ongoing support and promotion, especially in areas such as the northwest which have 

historically suffered from poor coverage.  We note that in 2019 many of the technical issues that impacted on 

our website reporting function were fixed and that the sighting scheme performed reasonably well.  
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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 of ongoing concern. 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 country’s 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.  

 

2019 was another interesting year for the monitoring of cetaceans in Irish waters. The flow of sighting records 

produced some interesting trends and some very unusual records. 

 

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.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Humpback whales, West Cork, May 2019 © Pádraig Whooley, IWDG  

 
  

http://www.iwdg.ie/
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IWDG 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.  The highest annual numbers of cetacean strandings were recorded in 2018 (n=272) and 

2017 (n=265). During 2019, there was a decrease in stranding numbers down to 243 but this is still the third 

highest total on record and continues a trend in persistently high figures on a historical basis. (Fig. 1). 

 

  

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 
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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, 2018 and 2019, over 40% of these were common dolphins and in 2019, 

this figure rose to over 43%, with 104 strandings of 120 animals As noted in previous years, these figures 

exclude animals which died at sea and did not strand, animals which strand but common dolphin mortality on 

Irish shores continues to be of serious concern to the IWDG (see below). 

 
During 2019, 13 identifiable species were recorded – bottlenose dolphin (9), common dolphin (104), Cuvier’s 

beaked whale (5), fin whale (2), harbour porpoise (44), humpback whale (1), minke whale (8), long-finned pilot 

whale (11), Risso’s dolphin (3), Sowerby’s beaked whale (4), sperm whale (5), striped dolphin (15) and white-

beaked dolphin (1). 20 live strandings were reported down from 25 in 2018 and 32 in 2017. Strandings were 

recorded in all months with a peak in February and March which accounted for 25% of the total annual figure.  

 

The Stranding Scheme was part-funded during 2019 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.  

 
Post-mortem of stranded dolphins  
 
The IWDG continued to deliver a pilot post-mortem programme 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 report.  
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Post-mortem of a sperm whale stranded at Streedagh, Co Sligo with assistance from Sligo County Council © Simon Berrow 

 

 

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, to identify important habitats and periods and to identify threats and pressures. The IWDG has the 

most comprehensive database on Irish cetaceans and linking this knowledge with conservation actions 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 very concerned about unsustainable fishing practices including removal of potentially 

important prey species. The IWDG again flagged the unusually high strandings rates of common dolphins along 

the west coast in Autumn and Winter and raised the possibility that these strandings were linked to the activity 

of large factory trawlers off the coast at this time of year. 

 

Removal of sprat 
 
IWDG have continued to raise concerns over the presence of pair trawling in the Lower River Shannon SAC, 

which is a protected site for bottlenose dolphins. The IWDG also raised concerns about unregulated  fishing on 

sprat which are a non-quota species, as the removal of this forage fish could have significant effects on whales, 

dolphins and porpoise that are likely to feed on this energy rich species.  
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The ban on trawlers >18m from fishing within 6nmls from the coast comes into effect on 1 January 2020. This 

does not apply to smaller vessels which should be 

monitored and their catch recorded as a large 

number of small vessels can still remove significant 

quantities of forage fish. Reports of fishing in 

Donegal Bay in December showed the potential for 

large scale fishing by small boats at a time when 

humpback whales, dolphins and even bluefin tuna 

were present. 

Marine Protected Area for Bottlenose 
Dolphins 
 

Ireland currently has 19 Marine Protected Areas designated under the EU Habitats Directive. Linked in 

with the Marine Spatial Planning process and new legislation due under the Marine Planning and 

Development Management Bill, a process of examining the designation of further Marine Protected Areas 

under OSPAR is in progress and the IWDG has been invited to participate in the stakeholder consultation. 

A number of Irish conservation NGOs, including IWDG, are now in the process of looking at potential sites 

for the designation of new Marine Protected Areas and the current evidence available to support such 

designations. 

 

Only 7.43% of the world’s oceans are covered by protected areas. Ireland has committed to protecting 

10% of its marine waters by 2020 under the Convention on Biological Diversity and a further target of 30% 

by 2030. The MCZ project plans to identify areas of high density i.e. hotspots of cetaceans in Ireland’s EEZ 

and 12NM limit. These maps will allow visual estimation of the concentrations of cetaceans in an area. 

Density analysis gives us such functionality by using uniform area characteristics, such as feature count 

per square kilometer.  

 

Species maps (where enough data allows) will give an assessment of distribution patterns per 5km 2 and 

10km 2 . These maps will identify clusters where there were high concentrations, including 50% and 95% 

PVC (percentage volume contours) during different seasons and year round. Specific areas can then be 

used to highlight areas where stricter protection for marine mammals may be implemented. There are a 

total of 25,353 sightings in Ireland’s EEZ. The datasets used include IWDG’s casual sightings database 

2005-2018, ship survey data, NPWS surveys, ferry survey schemes and cetacean surveys- CODA, SCANS II 

and ObSERVE. Sightings will be overlaid with potential conflicts to cetacean species conservation e.g. 

fishing, shipping, coastal and offshore development. 

 

Marine Spatial Planning 

Since March 2018 the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group has participated in the Marine Spatial Plan Advisory 

Group established by the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government and chaired by the 

Minister for Housing and Urban Development, Damien English. The Advisory Group was set up to seek 
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stakeholder input into the preparation of a Marine Spatial Plan for Ireland. To date the group has held 

seven meetings and the process is at the stage of creating a draft Marine Spatial Plan and supporting 

environmental assessments. These will then go out for public consultation before the publication of the 

final Marine Spatial Plan in late 2020. Information on the Marine Spatial Plan Process is available on 

housing.gov.ie. 

Article 17 Reports 

The National Parks and Wildlife Service recently published its third assessment of The Status of EU 

Protected Habitats and Species in Ireland. Overall the assessment remained the same for many cetacean 

species, however some species that were previously assessed as data deficient were assessed as 

favourable due to the availability of additional data supplied collected under the ObSERVE Aerial surveys 

and the ObSERVE Acoustic surveys in which IWDG was a partner. The IWDG reviewed the reports and has 

highlighted ongoing issues with these assessments such as the lack of a robust monitoring programme for 

most species, a continuing lack of population data for many species and the omission of a number of 

impacts from species assessments in the report. Overall, IWDG highlighted that 20 years into the process, 

there should by now be a more coordinated and better funded approach monitoring cetacean populations 

in Irish waters, and a better assessment of current habitat quality and impacts on cetacean populations. 

Cabo Verde 

 

The IWDG continued its work contributing to knowledge and conservation in Cabo Verde. For the last 16 

years the IWDG have identified Cabo Verde as the most likely breeding ground for humpback whales 

feeding in Ireland. In April 2019 we finally made a match between these two island communities. In 

September 2019 we returned to help train local biologists and improve knowledge of the cetacean 

community around Cabo Verde. 

 

 
Cabo Verde Survey team September 2019 © Tony Whelan 
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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 adopts and promotes international best practice.  IWDG had no Welfare Officer 

for most of 2019 but towards the end of the year Karen van Dorp volunteered her services. She was involved 

with large whale necropsies in the Netherlands and is developing a Large Whale Stranding Protocol for the 

IWDG. 

 

Large Whale Stranding Protocol  
 

Following two large whale stranding events (three sperm whales in April and a fin whale in Dublin) the need 
for a formal protocol has become more apparent. IWDG have called on government agencies and departments 
together with voluntary groups and NGOs to agree a protocol, signed off by relevant partners, including 
government agencies, so we can respond quickly and efficiently in such cases without having to phone around 
looking for resources and support”.   
 
Some species of large whale, such as humpbacks, are increasing in inshore Irish waters. Fin whales are quite 

abundant in our inshore waters at certain times of year, so this issue is likely to grow in importance in coming 

years. We need a considered, coordinated and well-resourced response 

 

 Sowerby’s beaked whale refloated by the RNLI © Andrew Malcolm 

 

Live Strandings  
 
During 2019. 20  live strandings were recorded on the Cetacean Strandings Database representing a total of 

just over 8% compared to just under 92% ‘dead’ strandings. Of live strandings, 12 were of common dolphins 

which made up 60% of all species. Other species recorded were, bottlenose dolphins (n=2), unidentified 

dolphin species (n=2), striped dolphins (n=2), harbour porpoise (n=1) and Sowerby’s beaked whale (n=1). The 
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live stranding of a Sowerby’s beaked whale is a very unusual event. This particular animal stranded in Co. 

Waterford on 29th August. The animal was refloated by the RNLI and was not seen again. The highest numbers 

of live strandings were recorded in June (n=4), July (n=3) and December (n=3) with none recorded in January, 

February or May. 

 

Disentanglement Network  
 

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

fishing gear in inshore waters, especially for humpback and minke whales. At least 3-4 minke whales stranded 

during 2019 showed signs of entanglement. This will be a key action for 2020 under our Three-Year Plan (2019-

2021).  

 

     
 Minke whale stranded in Lahinch, Co Clare with rope marks around tail fluke suggesting it was 

caught in pot ropes © Simon Berrow 

 
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. 
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Whale Track Ireland  
 

The IWDG Large Whale Project had a massive boost in 2019 following 

funding from Ryanair through their Carbon Offset Partnership, which 

is supported by Ryanair customers when they book flights.  

In addition to increased research effort off counties Kerry, Cork, 

Waterford and Clare, a soundtrap was deployed twice off the 

southwest to record singing humpbacks and the first flights to 

measure whales in Ireland using aerial photogrammetry also took place. 

 

https://iwdg.ie/whaletrack-ireland-amazing-footage-of-humpback-whales-off-west-cork/ 

 

An other major success was the recording of two humpback whales numbers IRLHW#1 and IRLHW#2 

together 20 years after they were first recorded, together. This finding, almost 20 years to the day, is 

significant.  

 

The IWDG have photographic evidence of HBIRL1 and 2 together now in September 2020 but also in 

September 1999, November 2004, and September 2019 and further images which put them in the same area 

in December 2008 and December 2012. The Irish humpback whale catalogue is now entering very interesting 

territory, as we start to record both individuals and cohorts returning to the Irish Southwest into their third 

decade. 

 

https://iwdg.ie/twenty-years-a-growing-humpbacks-1-and-2-seen-together-again-after-20-years/ 

 
Bottlenose Dolphin Photo-id Catalogue 
 

The IWDG continued to collect and collate 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 
 

IWDG continued to support the Shannon Dolphin Project. Research assistants joined commercial dolphin 

watching vessels from Kilrush and Carrigaholt as well as carrying out dedicated surveys on the IWDG RIB Muc 

Mhara. All images and associated data are organised onto IMatch and Finbase software. The IWDG secured 

funding from FLAG West to update the Photo-id catalogue. Mags Daly was awarded the contract for 2 years to 

ensure this catalogue is accessible to support marine conservation and tourism. Thanks to FLAG West, BIM and 

the European Union for their support. 

 

https://iwdg.ie/whaletrack-ireland-amazing-footage-of-humpback-whales-off-west-cork/
https://iwdg.ie/twenty-years-a-growing-humpbacks-1-and-2-seen-together-again-after-20-years/
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In 2019 the IWDG also secured funding for a new engine for Muc Mhara through Clare Local Development 

company using the LEADER programme, through the National Development Plan and by the European 

Agricultural Fund for Rural Development. 

 

The 80% funding enabled IWDG to purchase a new 4 stroke 115 hp Yamaha engine, which will provide 

increased reliability and safety during its research.  

 

         
 

                      
 

 
Breeding Ground for Humpback Whales Feeding in Ireland  
 

After 16 years of searching, the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group have re-sighted a Humpback Whale from Co 

Kerry at a known breeding ground in the Cape Verde Islands off West Africa. During a two week expedition to 

Sal Rei on Boavista in April 2019, two whales surfaced near the research boat off Santa Monica off the 

southwest tip of Boavista. Both whales were photographed and one of these whales was the same individual 

photographed off west Kerry in 2015 by Nick Massett.  
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The same humpback whale photographed off Co Kerry (© Nick Massett) and Boa Vista, Cabo Verde (© Simon Berrow) 

 

Survey of the 100m Contour  
 

The first multidisciplinary survey investigating the biodiversity and oceanography along this apparent feature 

on the 100m contour line between Cork and Galway took place between the 1 - 7 August 2019, aboard R.V. 

Celtic Voyager. This multidisciplinary and multi-institutional survey aimed to investigate the potential link 

between marine biodiversity using marine top predators as an indicator of productivity in conjunction with 

oceanographical features along the 100m contour off the southwest coast of Ireland. During the week 27 

marine top predators identified to species level including cetaceans (4), pinnipeds (1), seabirds (16), marine 

megafauna fish (3) and jellyfish (3). 

 

 
Research team onboard RV Celtic Voyager 
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Ferry Surveys Programme 
 

The IWDG Ferry Surveys Programme continued monitoring cetaceans on the Irish Sea from Rosslare to 

Pembroke and Dublin to Holyhead with Irish Ferries, and from Belfast to Cairnryan with Stenaline. Monthly 

surveys were completed on each route. In July, we ran a Ferry Surveyors Training Course in Dublin in 

collaboration with the National Biodiversity Data Centre. 

 

Ship Surveys Programme 
 

During 2019 the IWDG submitted two tender bids to the Marine Institute for conducting marine mammal 

surveys for the National Parks and Wildlife Service on board the RV Celtic Explorer during offshore fisheries 

surveys. Both bids were unsuccessful due to being underbid by another bidder.  In 2019 IWDG provided ship 

survey or ferry survey data to the following:  

 

● University of Aberdeen - for a study into the effects of offshore renewables and climate change on 

the marine system. 

● Scottish Natural Heritage - for the Development of a mobile species monitoring plan for Scottish 

waters. 

● Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology - for use in research into environmental tipping points, funded 

by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 Local watches can be a key activity for Local Groups  
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EDUCATION AND OUTREACH - SIBÉAL REGAN 
 

The IWDG’s education and outreach programme had a major boost in 2019 with the appointment of Sibéal 

Regan as the IWDG Education and Outreach Officer. Sibéal will provide backup and 

support to our growing number of local groups as well as organising outreach events.  

She has become our primary contact with members via our monthly ezine. 

 

IWDG has continued to conduct talks around the country; outreach at public events; 

hosting whale and dolphin identification and strandings workshops; land and boat-

based whale watches; and by implementing new initiatives to engage young people 

with ocean literacy. Key highlights included:  

 

● The development of Flukes Junior;  

● the blubber book; an educational children's booklet targeted at 9-12 year olds. Working with John 

Joyce a children's cartoonist,  

● Flukes Junior aims to be informative and engaging with young readers while also keeping ‘sustainable 

development goals’ in mind making this suitable to be thought in a classroom setting. 

● Floating classroom which is scheduled to take place in May 2020. Building on last year's pilot scheme, 

Floating Classroom 2020 will sail from Howth, Dublin to Greencastle over a two week period with the 

theme “Be an Ocean Hero”.  

● Transition year programme for second level students; IWDG now offer a week long work experience 

placement for transition year students. On this placement students will be exposed to life as a marine 

mammal scientist. Three second level students are confirmed for work placement in 2020.  

● Plans to develop a new ‘Recorders field notebook’ designed to engage members and boost members' 

confidence allowing them to do more land based watches for cetaceans.  

Flukes 
 

After nearly 10 years of a gap, the IWDG have returned to printing 

a twice yearly magazine, rebranded Flukes, the publication is 24 

pages long with an insert featuring an aspect of the IWDG. Flukes 1 

featured humpback whales with WhaleTrack Ireland as an insert 

and Flukes 2 Killer Whales with IWDG Consulting as an  insert.  

 

The magazine is edited by Seán O’Callaghan and has a print run of 

1000 copies.   

 

Whale Watch Ireland  
 

On Saturday, 24th August, the IWDG hosted Whale Watch Ireland 

2019, the IWDG’s flagship outreach event, which is sponsored by 

Inis. This All-Ireland Whale Watch day comprised free, guided whale watches throughout the country. Now in 

its 19th consecutive year, Whale Watch Ireland is one of the largest Irish wildlife events and attracted almost 

900 whale watchers, wildlife enthusiasts and visitors to 19 sites, spread over 14 counties in all four provinces.   
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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 fairly mixed weather sightings were observed at just 11 of the 19 sites covered (58%). 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: ocean sunfish and grey seals. 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 
 

The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group was approved to receive funding from the Irish Environmental Network for 

hosting a series of Whale Watch events across the country over the course of National Biodiversity Week in 

May of 2019. Events were held at Loop Head in Co. Clare, Helvic Head in Co. Waterford, Cloghna Head in Co. 

Cork, Bray Head in Co. Wicklow,  and finally at Slea Head on the Dingle Peninsula in Co. Kerry. Each of the five 

events were hosted by an IWDG representative who explained how to observe, identify and record marine 

mammals, sharks, and seabird species while discussing the everyday pressures they face.  We hoped to 

encourage members of the public to record marine biodiversity, connect with their local area, and take 

responsibility. 

Though the weather was not always in our favour, a great deal of interest was shown by the public, with our 

event at Bray Head in Co. Wicklow, which attracted over 100 visitors.  There were several sightings of 

cetaceans, which included one minke whale at Helvic Head in Co. Waterford and a group of bottlenose dolphins 

at Loop Head in Co. Clare. Many birds were also observed including herring gulls, choughs, fulmars, kittiwakes 

and guillemots.  

Training  
 

Two specialist workshops were delivered by the IWDG in collaboration with the National Biodiversity Data 

Centre. One was an identification and recording workshop in Kilrush, Co Clare and one covered the theory and 

about:blank
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practice of conducting cetacean line-transect surveys on commercial ferries and research vessels. The courses 

were well attended and built on the national biological recording community.  

 

Outreach at public events 
 

As well as Whale Watch Day and National Biodiversity Week, the IWDG attended several national events, 

including: Nature and Heritage off Loop Head, Sunday fundays at the Galway Atlantaquaria; Go Wild in Galway; 

Seafest in Cork; the National Museum of Ireland – Natural History Museum. 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.  

 

Outreach with businesses 
 

As part of its corporate programme, the IWDG delivered 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.  

The IWDG organised an MMO Course in collaboration with GMIT to meet the NPWS (2014) requirements for 

attending a JNCC MMO Course or equivalent. The course was organised in collaboration with GMIT where we 

brought over Carolyn Barton to deliver a one-day course. IWDG would like to see the development of an 

accredited Irish MMO Course.  
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Whale Tales 

 

IWDG organised an Annual Meeting of the IWDG to coincide 

with its AGM. A full days events were delivered as well as a film 

and video night the evening before at the Green Isle Hotel, 

Dublin.  

 

Dr Conor Ryan was invited as Guest Keynote Speaker as well as 

contributions from Nigel Monaghan, from the National 

Museum of Ireland (Natural History), as well as IWDG Officers 

Mick O’Connell and Pádraig Whooley, Fiacc O’Brolchain and 

Mick O’Meara from Celtic Mist  and IWDG local groups made it a great event for members.  

 

 
 

Presented as “Whale Tales” the IWDG will seek to make this an annual event. See a review of Whale 

Tales and Keynote Presentation here: https://iwdg.ie/about-us/#about-whale-tales 

 

Distinguished Contributors Awards 2019  
 
At Whale Tales  2019 series of new annual awards which acknowledges those who have made a significant 

contribution to the work of the IWDG was launched. The Distinguished Contributors Awards 2019. The four 

recipients  were chosen by the IWDG Sighting and Stranding Officers, CEO and Celtic Mist Committee and 

were given to the following:  

 

The recipient of the DCA from the IWDG Cetacean Sighting Scheme was David Williams 

The recipient of the DCA from the IWDG Cetacean Stranding Scheme was Kevin Delahunty 

The recipient of the DCA from the IWDG for work done on the R.V. Celtic Mist was Neil Barnaby 

The recipient of the DCA from the IWDG for Best Use of IWDG Data was James Hedderman 

 

https://iwdg.ie/whale-tales-2019-clone/ 

 

https://iwdg.ie/about-us/#about-whale-tales
https://iwdg.ie/whale-tales-2019-clone/
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CELTIC MIST  
 

The IWDG research vessel, Celtic Mist, piloted a new initiative in 

May 2019, called The Floating Classroom as well as offering 10 

week long survey legs to IWDG members.  

 

 

Floating Classroom 2019 
 

Celtic Mist operated as an integrated marine education 

platform for national schools, in collaboration with the 

Irish Wildlife Trust, Marine Dimensions and the Ocean 

Literacy Network. 

 

Celtic Mist travelled between Dublin and Cork, visiting 

towns to visit schools to talk about the marine 

environment. Families were invited onto the vessel to see 

what it is like living and working on a large vessel and get a 

sense of science at sea.  
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Eoghan concannon onboard Celtic Mist during the Floating Classroom © Conal O’Flanagan 

 

Floating Classroom 2019 was funded through an IEN Capacity Building Grant 
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Summer Surveys for IWDG Members  
 

Celtic Mist carried out survey work around the Irish coast visiting counties: Dublin, Wicklow, Wexford, 

Waterford, Cork, Kerry, Clare and Galway. It attended SeaFest in Cork in June and the Cruinniú na mBád Festival 

in Kinvara in August. 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 dolphins. 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.  

 

A blog on each leg proved to be extremely popular with IWDG members and with the public via our website 

and social media platforms https://iwdg.ie/celtic-mist-leg-11-25-aug-1-sep-2019-fenit-to-bantry/ 

 
COMMUNICATIONS 
 

Media 
 
IWDG’s high media profile continued in 2019.  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. The Ireland to 

Iceland expedition library tour, received great coverage in both national and local radio throughout the course 

of the tour from January to March. A ‘Support-Us’ campaign through A5 leaflets distributed at the tour was a 

huge factor in increasing the number of supporters/subscribers to our Ezine. the idea would be that 

‘Supporters’ may convert to members in the future. 

      

The IWDG continued to record 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. The IWDG also continued to contribute 

to the RTE Radio Programme Mooney Goes Wild Show. 

 

Communications within the IWDG through monthly conference calls 

were conducted and to our members through social media, website 

news articles and monthly ezines with additional ezines to promote 

specific events.. 

 

Social Media 
 
Throughout 2019, the group continued to post regularly on social media channels including Facebook, Twitter 

and Instagram with the aim of engaging our audience and attempting to drive them to our website iwdg.ie. A 

12 days of Christmas campaign gave a round up of news for the year and proved very popular. The following 

tables summarise the increase in audience and engagement for 2019. 

https://iwdg.ie/celtic-mist-leg-11-25-aug-1-sep-2019-fenit-to-bantry/
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Year End Facebook increases 2018/2019 – 18620  +4305 

 
Facebook - Top Posts 2019 

 



37 

 

Instagram status - end of year 2019 

 
 

Twitter status - end of year 2019 
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Twitter Analytics 

 
 

New website and branding 
 
Our new branding and website was launched in  June 2019. This site was developed by Little Blue Studio with 

content provided over a number of weeks from IWDG Officers. The existing recording scheme was integrated 

into the new site. The site is loaded with the latest news and events and interesting content covering the main 

pillars of the IWDG, being Research, Conservation, Welfare and Education. The site is designed using Wordpress 

with a WooCommerce shop and WooCommerce Memberships installation on the back end for membership 

officers to manage membership. Additional content such as research papers and archived newsletters is an 

extra add-on with member-only access.  

 

The new branding includes our new fluke logo, colour palette, and font. Much thought was given to this 

including a questionnaire and a group brand meeting and we hope we have captured the essence and quality 

of the IWDG in the results. 
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Website analytics 

 

In terms of analytics, we have had over 66k sessions,, that is unique visits to the site over the year with over 

33k users with on average 200 visits/sessions per day peaking to around 800-900 for a high-interest news 

event. We have seen a small increase in traffic in 2019 over 2018 as illustrated below, up about 10% on new 

users and 1.33% on sessions or unique visits. Home page, news and sightings are the most popular pages. 
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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 a very important source of income to the IWDG to support our recording schemes and research.  
  
During 2019, the IWDG continued to grow its consulting wing,which is now an essential 

funding  stream to support the work of the IWDG.  IWDG Consulting have one full time 

marine mammal ecologist working on delivery of the Marine Mammal Mitigation plan for 

Dublin Port as well as providing MMO Services to a range of clients such as RPS, Keating 

Engineering and Malachy Walsh. We also carried out several Environmental Impact and 

Appropriate Assessments and Marine Mammal Risk Assessments.  

 

IWDG were involved in a number of large wind farm projects including off Oriel for Parkwind 

and North Celtic Sea for Energia. Oriel involves monthly visual surveys and SAM while the 

North Celtic Sea involves both land and boat-based visual surveys. IWDG also continued to deliver, in 

collaboration with Cork RVL and GMIT, a contract from the Marine institute 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 
 

The IWDG won the third tender advertised  by the Marine Institute and the National Parks and Wildlife Service 

to carry out a dolphin and porpoise post-mortem scheme in 2019. This project, delivered in collaboration with 

the Regional Veterinary Laboratories of the Department of Agriculture (RVL) and the Galway-Mayo Institute of 

Technology (GMIT), uses the IWDG’s existing stranding scheme to investigate the cause of death of stranded 

striped and common dolphins, and harbour porpoises.  

 

In 2019, 45 common and striped dolphins and harbour porpoises were recovered and necropsied by Dr. Jim 

O’Donovan of RVL, with assistance from IWDG biologist Mags Daly. This would not have been possible without 

the support of the IWDG Stranding Network who  reported stranded animals and assisted with the loading and 

delivery of carcasses to the vet lab in Cork City. This scheme would not be possible without these dedicated 

members of the IWDG. We hope this scheme will gain insight into what causes animals to strand, and if 

possible, try to reduce these increasingly high stranding numbers - especially with regards to the common 

dolphin.  

 

  

http://consulting.iwdg.ie/
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LOOKING FORWARD 
 

The IWDG is in a good position to consolidate its activities over the next three years. 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.  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, 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.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Celtic Mist approaching the Skelligs © Seán O'Callaghan  
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FUNDING  
 

The full set of audited accounts for 2018 and previous years are available on our members section of the 
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 2019, the IWDG received funding and support from:  
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