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Overview

• Diversity of cetaceans

• Conservation status

• ISCOPE research contract

• Sightings, strandings, monitoring protocol

• Educational resources

• Northern Ireland Cetacean Review



Diversity of cetaceans

• Encounters traditionally viewed as exceptional events

• Low profile, conservation and designation constrained – lack of data

• Diversity compares favourably to Ireland and UK

• 17 species - 6 frequently recorded

• 24 species in RoI – 28 species in UK

• Most records - Irish Whale and Dolphin Group database

• Transferred to CEDaR



•Harbour porpoises most commonly sighted
Harbour Porpoise Phocoena phocoena

• Occur around whole coast - especially inshore

• Concentrations around Portrush, Strangford, Newcastle



Bottlenose dolphin Tursiops truncatus
Glenarm, March 2008

• Similar distribution to porpoises

• More rarely recorded - larger groups



•Bottlenose dolphins and minke whales frequently sighted

Minke whale Balaenoptera acutorostrata
Dundrum Bay, Co. Down, 2005

• Elusive cetacean – hard to track

• Sightings from Belfast Lough, Strangford, St. John’s Point



Killer whale Orcinus orca
Belfast Lough, 2007

• Recorded occasionally - Copeland Islands

• Usually inshore, singly or in small pods



Historical cetacean records
Blue whale, Magilligan 1907



Conservation Status

• Cetaceans protected by range of legislation and policies

• National, European and international levels

• Politically, NI conservation is part of regional UK approach

• Geographically, much in common with Republic of Ireland



Applicable Legislation and Policy:

• EC Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) – Annexes II and IV

• Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc.) Amended Regulations 2007

• UK Biodiversity Action Plan



EC Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC)

• All cetaceans listed - Annex IV (strict protection)

• Harbour Porpoise and Bottlenose Dolphin - Annex II (SAC)



EU Expert Group (2000) - Criteria for Site Selection

• Continuous or regular presence

• Relative abundance

• High ratio of young to adults

EC Habitats Directive

“For aquatic species which range over wide areas, such sites 
shall be proposed only where there are clearly identifiable 

areas representing the physical and biological factors 
essential to their life and reproduction”



• Monitoring is challenging

• Highly mobile - live underwater – difficult to observe

• Live so long – hard to track over periods of time relevant to

their survival

• Extremely difficult to establish impacts of environmental

stressors (climate change, pollution, ocean noise)

• EC HD defines animal populations within national boundaries.

Fundamental problem for most cetaceans - range widely 



• Generic threats are understood

• Need for basic data to establish whether these are issues in NI

Generic Threats



Natural causes



Incidental capture and drowning in fishing netsIncidental capture in fishing gear



Marine debris, toxins



Disturbance and collision with boats



ISCOPE research contract

• Monitoring cetaceans and identifying habitats difficult

• Sighting and stranding schemes for this purpose

• Irish Whale and Dolphin Group developed ‘ISCOPE’ initiative

• All-Ireland scheme

• Jointly-funded by EHS, NPWS, HC, MI

• Aims to establish baseline information – voluntary recorders



ISCOPE
Irish Scheme for Cetacean Observation and Public Education

‘To promote better awareness and knowledge of cetaceans in Irish 
waters by encouraging public participation in recording’



ISCOPE objectives:
• Increase awareness of cetaceans in Irish waters

• Encourage greater participation in cetacean recording schemes

• Organize training workshops to improve identification and

recording skills 

• Carry out quantified effort watches at selected sites

• Exploit “ships of opportunity” to increase seasonal and 

geographic coverage

• Improve reporting and identification of stranded animals

• Maintain cetacean database



Sightings, strandings, monitoring protocol

• Sightings scheme (casual and constant effort)

• Stranding scheme

• Protocol for standardised monitoring



Casual Sightings Scheme

• Sightings occurring while engaged in another task

• Reported online at www.iwdg.ie



Constant Effort Sightings Scheme

• Dedicated watches from vantage points

• Shore-based or boat-based

• Amount of effort is quantified

• Relative abundance estimates can be generated

• Useful for identifying ‘hotspots’



Stranding Scheme

• Useful for recording rare species which drift onto coast

• Strandings may not reflect distribution of live cetaceans

• Sick animals may swim from preferred habitats

• Carcasses can drift



Monitoring Protocol – effort watches

• Standardised methodology for recording cetaceans

• Minimise environmental and personal variables

e.g. Watches conducted in sea state 2 or less

e.g. Minimum of 6-10 km visibility

e.g. Minimum of 100 min duration



Educational Resources

• Training and education – core elements of ISCOPE

• Strong emphasis on building partnerships

• Supporting biological recorders via resources

• Non-technical background 

• Clear, practical, accessible

• Superb tools for raising awareness



• Full colour illustrations

• Key identification features

• Observation techniques

• Maps indicating distribution

• Distributed to NI schools



• Instruction on how, where

and when to whale watch

• Species profiles

• Illustrations and film

• Contributing to schemes







Northern Ireland Cetacean Review

“Review of all cetacean sightings and strandings data for 
Northern Ireland with recommendations on the designation 

of Special Areas of Conservation”

• Critical stock-take of available data - to 12nm

• Particular emphasis on Annex II species

• Recommendations for future monitoring



• To date, 17 species recorded in Northern Ireland

• Relatively low abundance – high diversity 

• All since 1970s, 1 species only recorded historically

• Both Annex II species recorded

Overall Review
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• Sighting and stranding records for all months

• Peak in sightings in summer

• Peak in strandings in winter



Sightings Review

• 801 cetacean sighting events - 3903 individuals

• At least 9 species

• 30 sites with effort watch data

• Total 370 watches – 554.25 hours effort



Species %        Sightings Individuals*
Mean number of 

Individuals per 
sighting

Harbour porpoise 78.7                630 2894 4.6

Minke whale 4.5                  36 61 1.7

Bottlenose dolphin 4                  32 337 10.5

Killer whale 1.9                  15 44 2.9

Risso's dolphin 1.7                  14 60 4.3

Frequency of sightings



Strandings Review

• 116 cetacean stranding events 

• At least 17 species

• Occurred on all NI coasts

• Most strandings - north Antrim

• All but 1 were single strandings



Frequency of strandings

Species %                 Strandings

Harbour porpoise 36.2                             42 

Minke whale 12                             12

White-sided dolphin 7.8                              9

Striped dolphin 5.2                              6 



Conclusions

• Identification of SACs currently constrained by lack of data

• Four sites identified for further monitoring:

Rathlin Island, Portrush, Portmuck, Whitehead

Recommendations

• Implement programme of systematic watches from these sites,

using standardised protocol

• Deploy PAM equipment for at least 12 months to explore habitat 

use and seasonal occurrence



Summary

• ISCOPE initiative highly successful project

• Raising awareness & increasing recording effort

• Established network of recorders

• Supported by suite of resources

• 110 individuals contribute to sightings scheme

• Constant effort watches - 30 sites

• Improved capacity for protecting cetaceans

• Baseline upon to build more comprehensive monitoring



Thank You!


