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Karin Dubsky kindly invited me to speak at this conference, on the basis of 
my personal experience of seaweeds and my background of work as a 
Community Organiser with Conradh na Gaeilge, and my recent experience 
as a Community Welfare Officer with the Department of Social Protection in 
the South Conamara Region.  
In 1980, I wrote my Geography thesis on how the kelp industry influenced 
emigration patterns in North-West Ireland and I have maintained an interest 
in the Seaweed Industry since.  
As a Community Welfare Officer I am an Officer of the Irish Civil Service. So I 
cannot comment on Government policy in regard to the seaweed industry. 
That restriction does not constitute a problem, as I am unable to discern 
Government policy in this area. 
This is a Conference taking place in an academic context so I know I should 
avoid as much as possible referencing personal observations, personal 
experiences and anecdotes and emphasise research and facts in this area. 
Well, I am sorry, but given the lack of research you will have to tolerate a lot 
of the former and as much as I could gather of the latter. 
I have two areas of personal experiences of seaweed, an East Coast 
experience and a West Coast experience, commencing in my childhood 
and extending through my teenage years. 
The East Coast experience was on Dundalk Bay. My father had a small 
market garden. After the spring tides we gathered storm cast and made a 
very large pile of seaweed. This was left for a year to allow the rains to wash 
out excess salts. The previous year’s harvest was then dug in to the beds. 
My West Coast experience took place with my later Uncle Thomas on the 
Leitrim Coast. Yes, there is a Leitrim Coast, all of 3.5 km long. It involved 
harvesting sleabhac (Nori), carrageen and dilleasc and it was where I 
learned to enjoy eating saccharina latissima, sweet kombu, while rock 
fishing. 
You can imagine which experience I remember with most fondness, the 
East Coast or the West Coast one, but I am of an age group in Ireland that 
was the last to have regular personal experience of seaweeds. 
The 1960s and 1970s saw great change in Ireland, mostly for the better. But 
this was not the experience for those who worked with and derived an 
income, usually a supplemental income from sea weeds. 
Up to the 1960s and in areas up to the 1970s the Spring fairs saw carts and 
lorries of seaweeds sold as fertilizers. The Autumn fairs saw the sale of bags of 
dillisk and carrageen, much of it making its way for miles inland. 
The growth of the cattle and sheep markets saw an end to what was a long 
tradition of selling seaweeds that went back into our history, to antiquity. 
Michael Gibbons, the Conamara based Archaeologist has a lot of 
unpublished data on the importance of seaweeds in the coastal 



communities from antiquity to the 1950s. He states that the most common 
forms of archaeological intertidal structures are seaweed farms, indicating 
that seaweed farming is the earliest form of aquaculture in Ireland.  
Michael states that there is a seaweed farm in Dundrum Bay, Co. Down, 
that is recorded in the 14th century and that extends for miles. All other 
written records start with the growth of the kelp industry in the 18th Century. 
Michael is of the opinion that the builders of the seaweed farms had to 
have been building on previous experience but if academic rigour applies 
then we must say that no definitive evidence is available.  
Seaweed farms extend from Dundrum Bay all around the Ulster Coast to 
Ardara, Co. Donegal where they peter out. 
They recommence at Murrisk, Co. Mayo, below Croagh Patrick with 
excellent examples also at Camus, Conamara and Aughinish Island on the 
Burren Coast. There is a plethora of seaweed farm structures in the Shannon 
Estuary. 
So what is the contemporary position with the seaweed industry in our 
coastal communities? 
Again I have to fall back on my personal experience in researching the 
potential of setting up a drying station. I have spoken to seaweed harvesters 
from Creevy, Co. Donegal, along the West Coast, down to Spanish Point, 
Co. Clare. Regrettably the average age of harvesters was in the sixties.  
The exceptions to this observation were those areas where seaweed 
processors are operating. In these areas knowledge is being passed down 
the generations but I do not know how comprehensively. I have to express 
my gratitude for Prannie Rhatigan’s comprehensive book “Irish Seaweed 
Kitchen”, for the list of processors, which indicates the growth of interest in 
the area. 
That said, there is only one processor with a long tradition on the Coast. That 
processor is Arramara Teo., located in Cill Chiaráin, Conamara. It was 
established in 1947 and recently was sold to Acadian Sea Plant, a 
Canadian processor and producer of seaweed products. 
I am grateful to Tony Barrett, owner of Irish Seaweed Processors Ltd., who 
was Manager and CEO of Arramara Teo., from 1999 to 2007, for his insights 
and information on the importance of the industry to the local coastal 
communities in Conamara. 
The coastal communities Arramara buys from and from which it derives its 
work force has a population of 8,000 persons. It buys from 310 families, 
approximately 280 of them in Connemara. I say 310 families rather than 310 
harvesters, as harvesting is frequently a family operation. In an area of 8,000 
persons, Arramara’s wages bill is in excess of €1 million and payments to 
harvesters are approximately €760,000. 
This gives an indication of the possibilities in a structured development of the 
seaweed industry to the marginalised coastal communities of the West of 
Ireland. 
 
The National Seaweed Forum Report was published in 2001. It is time, and 
past time, to implement its findings. These were, inter alia as follows: 



1.  Training and education of harvesters. 
2.  Establishing a database. 
3. Giving overall responsibility to a specific organisation or department. 
4. Re-establishing the Irish Seaweed Industry Organisation and consulting with 

it. 
In November 2014, Forum Conamara, through the Irish Seaweed 
Consultancy, specifically Dr. Anna Soler and Dr. Maeve Edwards, organised 
a one week training course on sustainable harvesting. 14 people attended 
the course. Of thee, 5 are now working in the Seaweed Industry. This from a 
one-week course! 
The recently released film “Atlantic” looks at the folly in 1974 of giving away 
our fishing industry without being aware of its value. 
Let us research and be aware of, the value of the last national resource still 
in our ownership, our seaweeds. 


