Roslyn Shaw Joint Regional Coastwatch Coordinator for Wicklow
First sightings of a dead whale adrift belly-up off Greystones Co Wicklow were reported on
August 18th and by the time it washed up at Shankill in the Dun laoghaire Rathdown Council
area between Shankhill and Bray Harbour on August 20th the news was spreading, in
particular on social media.
The Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) logged the stranding and identified it as a 10.9
metre long female Fin Whale and not a Minke as first thought.
The carcass had long slashes consistent with a hit by a ship's propeller – see picture 1.
From the position of the slashes one can often conclude whether a live animal was hit and
caused death, or if the whale was already dead on impact. However at this time, the IWDG
Strandings Officer reported there are no conclusions on the cause of death.
A baleen on the beach some distance further north – see picture 2- may have been from
another whale, perhaps a calf.
This is third record of a stranded Fin Whale on the Irish East coast. The first was in County
Down in 1924 and in 2009 a large dead male whale stranded on the Wexford Coast.
While some tissue samples were taken this was not under the auspices of IWDG and results
are not known to us. When asked, the IWDG explained that they lack the resources to
conduct a post mortem by a trained vet.
The Council had concerns for the health and safety of members of the public approaching
the site.
By August 21st there was rapid deterioration of the whale and it was buried early the next
morning in a deep pit on the beach by Dun Laoghaire Rathdown Council. The smell lingered
for weeks and was picked up by Coastwatch surveyors doing the autumn survey in this area
although by then all surface signs of the beach burial had been washed away by the sea.
The stranding is covered as a News item for 2016 on their website in a year when there was
already concern about the number of stranded cetaceans around the Irish coast. The IWDG
Three Year Plan on their website highlights their future aims for the core activity of gathering
data on strandings and the need for post mortems by qualified vets with the provision of
adequate resources.
Arising out of the presentation, the following conclusion and recommendations were
drafted for Coastwatch results:
Coastwatchers are not aware of any autopsy results of any cetaceans, or seals stranded
around Ireland in 2016 or the previous year. We support the IWDG view that such research
information is important as it provides one of the very limited opportunities to learn more
about these protected marine mammals. We need to better understand their health and
causes of death to help protect them. In view of mounting marine litter concerns we also
recommend that a stomach content analyses for litter and micro litter be carried out where
ever possible and plans with adequate funding made available for this research.
.
Research on the above, including both best practice and data access in other countries has
entered our 2017 follow up work list
Our thanks to Mick O'Connell of IWDG for his prompt responses to enquiries.
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