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Foreword
The Irish Seal Sanctuary (ISS) has a long record of sharing information and contributing to the
fund of science and further knowledge of seals and the marine environment.
The ISS contributed the 1988 to 2006 Seal Rehabilitation Report as annex to the National
Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 2006 and first national seal census. This identified "hot
spots" and "critical conditions" for seal pups and casualties of the breeding season and
identified further research directions. A follow up census and Marine Institute (M.I.) seal
depredation report, 2014, have since been produced. This Dead Seal Database (DSB 2014) is
both a timely and critical complementary study.
The ISS precedent of engaging volunteers and the public in an exercise of "citizen science",
from thousands of reports, revealed the first case of Phocine Distemper Virus (PDV 2002) in
Irish waters in an animal from the Aran Islands, sampled by NUI Galway researcher, operating
from Queens. Further anecdotal reporting of clusters of dead common seals in 1988 suggest
PDV was here before, contrary to conventional opinion and official "wisdom" of that time.
The ISS commissioned veterinary P.M.s over the years that illegal culling be recorded and
acknowledged.
With the generous support of the Veterinary College numerous P.M.s and pioneering
procedures revealed more of these animals and this continues
The ISS continues to contribute extensively on marine policy and fisheries and supports a Sea
Fisheries Advisory Group (SFAG) operating at regional, national and international level.

Much of the lives of seals remain a mystery, as do their deaths. Over thirty years, cadavers
reported to the ISS, have been dismissed as "natural" and even in suspicious circumstances,
official opinion (founded on poorest of resources) consigned these to the dustbin, for want of
an evidence trail. Even witnessed shootings, bar one in Waterford, have gone unaddressed.

Just like the "Dead Poets Society" however, the "Dead Seal Society" can talk and has much
information to impart. The ISS, again with the support of volunteers and the public, in a
further exercise of "citizen science", set to address these mysteries and so the Dead Seal
Database
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(DSD) was established and this is its first report. Quoting Donald Rumsfeld, borrowing from
Lord Kelvin,

" there are known, known's....known, unknowns....and unknown, unknowns"

and so the first represents our sum of knowledge and the latter, future knowledge, ignored at
our peril. In conservation , it is folly to shoot the messenger or ignore the message.
This DSD Report raises more questions than answers but no more can "headless" seals be
routinely dismissed as "natural" or "gunshot" seals, as lacking an evidence trail. They are the
message; they are the evidence and among the most efficient and economic indicators of the
health of our fisheries, our environment and our society. They raise questions and harbour
answers and as long as "nature watchers" mark their passing, they will not be silent
This database needs expanding and extending to engage further with citizen science, sample
and P.M. seal cadavers. ISS consultant vets have offered to put such a scheme in place and
provide further service. The co-operation of the fishing fleet would also be welcome. Fishing
effort must be measured and examined in parallel. Basic resources must be found for this
most rudimentary and essential work.

The ISS trusts this report is of assistance to the authorities, our greater understanding of seals
and the impact of our activities on them.
The BoD/ISS is most grateful to Johnny Woodlock M.Sc., Sec.SFAG/ISS for his painstaking data
collection and analysis. "Citizen science" data can be raw and repetitive but most worthy of
"mining" and to all those dedicated volunteers and "one-off" observers, your records are of
inestimable value and please keep vigilant. No information is so small, it needs be ignored.
To Administrators providing the essential links between observers and scientists we are truly
grateful.
To all involved the BoD/ISS extends a hearty "Thanks" and know your data to measure and
manage, contributes to policy and goes on public record. Now started the Dead Seal Database
can only grow and develop.

Brendan Price EuroProBiol, on behalf of ISS Board of Directors
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Report on Dead Seal Database April 2014
Author: Johnny Woodlock Irish Seal Sanctuary Sea Fishery Advisory Group

Introduction:
Following a workshop to discuss fishery- seal interactions organised by the Marine Institute in
2011,a Fisheries/ Science, Seal Depredation Group was established by the Marine Institute.
The Irish Seal Sanctuary (ISS) was invited to be a member of this group which also comprised
representatives from the fishing industry, Academia (UCC), Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI) and
the Marine Institute (MI) along with the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS). It quickly
became clear that the emphasis appeared to be on what damage seals are doing to
commercial fisheries and can a value be put on it. Number of seals and their diet seemed to
be a priority. We were greeted with blank stares when we asked, what is known about any
damage the fishing industry doing to our seals?

Figure 1

Tangled

Seals are caught and drowned accidentally in the fishing industry but there are no records
kept. When asked if the industry has any such records we were told that fishermen do not
either land or keep records of dead seals. There is very little if any data on this aspect of the
interaction, this despite the fact that seals are protected under both European and national
law, under the Habitats Directive and the Wildlife Acts. Add the fact that the fishing industry
seems to regularly make public calls for culls to be allowed to reduce seal numbers, based
entirely on anecdotal evidence. The NPWS had not yet completed the census of Irish seals at
the time. This census is now complete These calls are being echoed in the media by politicians
seeking votes.
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Methods:
The Dead Seal Database was started when it became clear that no one was officially keeping a
record of reports of dead seals around our coastline. The Irish Seal sanctuary started to keep a
database of any dead seals reported to us. This entailed getting word out to the general public
that we wanted to know about any dead seals sighted, if there were any visible injuries:
location and species. A photo was requested if possible to confirm species and also to
discount possible double recording of same animal. In all case we erred on the side of caution.
The database was started in April 2012 and this report covers the results up until Mid-April
2014. Records of dead seals reported to us for the period January to April 2012 are included.
We requested members of the public to report if they come across any dead seals while
walking our shoreline. Requests were put out on social media and when possible on radio and
print media, by ourselves and fellow Environmental organisations.

Many reports simply state that a dead seal was found, no other information other than the
date and location is recorded. Some reports are a lot more specific than others such as giving
the species and any damage observed. Some simply state that the reporter found a dead seal,
which had been shot. This is a good example of “citizen science” in that the observers are not
trained either as to cause of death or even species but they do know a dead seal and can
report the carcass as such. Whenever possible we asked experienced ISS volunteers to
confirm any records submitted.

That we got 149 reports does not mean that we had that many observers each reporting a
single body. Some people made a number of reports, these could be regular beach walkers
who know “their” stretch of the coast and notice when something out of the normal, such as
a dead seal turns up. This is particularly true along some parts of our coastline. Some reports
were more detailed and said things such as “Two shots heard, and two dead seals found”. In
the interest of health and safety we did not request that animals be turned over to look for
wounds. Only obvious injuries were recorded.
Some reported Headless bodies with “Fresh cut marks” In most cases the finders were upset
about finding a dead seal on the beach, on occasion they were out with their children and
could not explain to the children why the seal was dead. This was highlighted when two seals
came ashore in Tramore, Co. Waterford, on a “Blue Flag” beach alive but reported as shot. In
this case the NPWS and a vet were contacted and the vet had to euthanize the animals on the
beach.
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The carcasses were removed by Waterford County Council. Fortunately following quite a bit of
pressure from us and others, a necropsy was performed in the knackers yard before the
bodies were destroyed. Officially the report stated that the wounds were consistent with
gunshot wounds.

Figure 2

Headless

Figures 3

Gunshot

Results:
In the two years a total of 149 reports were recorded but two of these turned out to be of
dolphins and porpoises and 13 were reports involving more than one dead seal being found
along our coastline. One report, which was not included, was of a seal skeleton, which on
inspection was in fact a porpoise skeleton. A total of 171 dead seals were recorded during the
period covered, of these only 84 could be identified to species level, with 78 Grey seals and 6
common seals. The others were either too decomposed to positively identify or simply
reported as a dead seal.

Figure 4

Multiple Trauma

A total of 70 photographs were recorded showing that many bodies were very decomposed
but a large number were fresh, some showed the same animal more than once and these
were recorded as a single animal. All photographs were recorded and kept on file. While the
quality varies considerably from almost professional photographs, to ones taken on a camera
phone, all were of sufficient quality for our purposes. In one case nine dead seals
© Copyright

was reported from a single area, and when we got someone there to verify this, our volunteer
could only locate four bodies and therefore verify, four were included in the database.
Some bodies were reported more than once by different observers. Bodies were moved by
the tides. In a number of cases the same body was reported with weeks between reports, on
occasion with miles between reports. In all cases we tried to avoid duplication. Five dead
porpoises and one dead Common Dolphin were also reported. These do not figure in the
database. These were reported to the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group for their database of
dead cetaceans.

Fig 1: Reports of dead seals by County

Fig 2: Reports of dead seals by month
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Reports were received from twelve different coastal counties, so there was a good
countrywide distribution of reports. Some recorders reported that the animal had been shot.
This was the case in 17 instances and another 24 bodies were reported as headless, some
reported as showing “clean knife marks”
A total of 17 bodies were reported as having been shot. Some of these had photos provided
but all we can say is that in many cases the wounds were consistent with a gunshot wound.
Twenty four bodies were reported as being found without heads, some reports stated that
the cuts were clean, again photographic evidence showed fresh carcasses with missing heads.
Some of these reports were not of fresh carcasses. Twelve bodies were reported as having
damaged heads, some reports stated “heads smashed in”.

Figure 5

A Shattered Skull

Figure 6

Scalped
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Fig 3: Reported causes of death.

We also received report of seals entangled in fishing gear, two juveniles were washed ashore
and volunteers were able to cut them free of the netting. Others were spotted and observed
entangled in items such as netting and discarded plastic bands, which became embedded in
the seals flesh as they grew. Others were seen playing with marine litter.

Figure 7

Figure 8

Marine Litter

Banding
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}While we received reports from 12 coastal counties, Wexford and Waterford accounted for
94 of the total number of reported bodies which is over 50% of the total reported. December
and January accounted for 74 bodies, although we did get reports in every month of the year.
Some photographs show that the hind flippers of seals were tied together prior to the body
washing ashore. We had two reports of this being the case. Many bodies showed signs of
scavenger damage, some showed bird droppings on the carcass to show that birds had been
on the carcass. A net hauled with a dead seal in it may require the seals flippers to be tied
together to allow for the carcass to be hoisted overboard.

Figure 9

Roped

One of our reporters stated that she found dead seals on a beach and could see trawlers
working close inshore. Shortly after, she was approached by an individual who asked her why
she was taking photographs of the dead seals on the beach and for what purpose. She
reported to us that she felt intimidated and in no doubt that one of the boats had made a
phone call to someone on shore to find out what she was doing. She stated that she felt
intimidated by the whole episode and her husband requested that she not walk that beach in
future.
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Conclusions:
Without veterinary necropsy it is not possible to say exactly how these animals died. Many of
the bodies reported to us certainly were suspicious in that it is unlikely that they died of
natural causes. Some came ashore alive with head wounds and were euthanized on the
beach. Many were reported as headless. In the case of an old carcass we know that the neck
is a delicate area and this could be a natural disintegration of the carcass, but we have photos
of very decomposed bodies with head still attached.

Figure 10

Skull Attached

Just why so many bodies appear to have had their heads removed is unknown. Bodies will
suffer damage if they are washed ashore over rocks, animals will scavenge from the bodies
and many photographs show evidence of damage. In general scavengers will remove the soft
parts, such as the eyes first. It seems that seal carcasses, possibly because of the blubber
layer, tend to get circular holes as they rot. These holes can resemble gunshot wounds, but
without proper necropsies it is not possible to determine cause of death. Many of our casual
observers no doubt have mistaken these holes for gunshot wounds.
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There is no doubt that we get a lot of natural deaths reported, but certainly the database
shows clusters of dead seals in certain areas and at certain times of the year. It is very
possible that only a fraction of the dead seals actually wash ashore, and of these only a
fraction are reported to us.

Figure 11

In need of PM

There is no doubt that we get a lot of natural deaths reported, but certainly the database
shows clusters of dead seals in certain areas and at certain times of the year. It is very
possible that only a fraction of the dead seals actually wash ashore, and of these only a
fraction are reported to us. However we believe that the Dead Seal Database can provide an
estimate of what is happening in our seas and until it was established no one knew where,
when or how many dead seals were being found on our shores. It is important to state that
seals die as a result of accidental drowning due to being caught in fishing gear. However the
fishing industry will not land this by catch, and we have no records of exactly how many are
accidentally caught each year. There are concerns in Northeast England and eastern Scotland
about seals being killed by “ducted” propellers. The bodies show spiral cut marks, which have
been attributed to these “ducted” propellers. We have not seen any evidence of this in any of
the photographs of dead seals in our waters, despite the fact that many large fishing vessels in
Ireland use these “ducted” propellers. In this case the dead seal database can be of use to the
industry. We do have on record a photo of both a seal and a harbour porpoise carcass, which
have been cut by large slow moving propellers. Again, it should be emphasised that both
these species are protected.
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Figure 12

Figure 13

Porpoise Propeller Wounds

Carcass

While it is hard to draw any conclusions about how many of these animals died, it is clear
from the results that there are clusters of dead seals along areas of our coastline at certain
times of the year. Certainly the South-eastern counties of Wexford and Waterford, showed
the highest number of bodies especially during December and January. That this coincides
with the Herring and sprat fishery in these counties may or may not be coincidence. Pair
trawling for Bass has been banned in British territorial waters (inside twelve miles) due to the
“high incidence of marine mammal by catch“. We have no evidence that pair trawling is
responsible for the cluster of seal deaths along the south-eastern coast of Ireland, but the fact
remains that this area has seen the majority of dead seals come ashore at a time when the
inshore fishery is operating. A recent BIM study found that 58 seals died as a result of
entanglement in bottom set nets, particularly so called tangle nets used typically to target
anglerfish and crawfish.
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These nets have a large mesh which is hung loosely on the seabed to entangle crustaceans. Seals

when taking dead fish from the net can become entangled in the larger mesh and drown.
Their heads can fit through the large mesh so we question could it be that their necks become
cut as they struggle to free themselves, thus leaving the bodies prone to being headless as
they wash ashore.

One tangle net fishery off Co. Mayo accounted for the majority of the 58

grey seals and 10 common seals observed drowned during the 91 sea-days of this survey. Yet
Co. Mayo accounted for relatively few reports of dead seals washed ashore. This also shows
how few of the dead seals actually show up on the beaches and are subsequently reported to
us. We feel this proves that the actual mortality rates of seals could well be many times more
than we are recording.

Recommendations:
We would like to see it become mandatory that all marine mammal and reptile by catch be
recorded and reported by the fishing industry. In the context of Fully Documented Fisheries
(FDF), we do not see that this should be a problem. These animals are not targeted and would
be excluded from the landing obligation but the annual occurrence should be recorded. The
introduction of electronic monitoring onboard fishing vessels should make this easier. We fear
the industry will not admit to killing what appears to be a large number of protected animals
but they should have nothing to fear as no one is saying the deaths are deliberate.
Pair trawling and tangle netting should be restricted or banned in the vicinity of large seal
colonies as a measure to protect these animals as we are obliged to. Studies have found that
static gear near colonies suffer most from seal damage to trapped fish so both fishermen and
seal could benefit from a move such as this. Under the Marine Strategy Framework Directive

Figure 14

Eviscerated
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Figure 15

Trammelled

MPAs and SACs must produce management plans based on the ecosystem approach. The BIM
report shows how dangerous tangle nets in particular are to marine Mammals and also to
critically endangered species of elasmobranches such as the Common Skate.
Any suspect bodies reported washed ashore should be subject to a veterinary necropsy to
determine cause of death. This can be done on the beaches and perhaps student vets could
do the necropsies under the supervision of a trained veterinary surgeon. We strongly feel that
the National Parks and Wildlife Service is remiss in not investigating the cause of death of
these protected animals. Lack of resources is not an excuse that the European Commission
will accept. We accept that except in extraordinary cases, no prosecution will come from
discovering that an animal was shot or otherwise deliberately killed, unless witnessed. But
successful prosecutions have been brought in the past when a seal was seen to have been
shot.
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