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SECOND DEAD SEAL DATABASE REPORT
Johnny Woodlock; Sea Fishefglvisory Group

Introduction;

Following a workshop to discuss fisheseal interactions
organised by the Marine Institute in 2011, a Fisheries/
Science, Seal Depredation Group was established by the
Marine Institute. The Irish Seal Sanctuary was invited to be a
member of this group with 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 bdat

damage seals are doing to commercial fisheriesvduadhera
valuecouldbe put on itThe rumber of seals and their diet
seemed to be a priority. We were greeted with blank stares
when we askedWhatis known abouthe effects othe

fishing indusry on seals® There isanecdotakvidence
thateals are caught and drowned accidentally in the fishing
industry butto date no records have been complied on
numbers of deaths or injuried/hen asked if the industry has
any such records we were told thehtrmenreither do not

land orkeep records of dead seals. There is very lifteny
data on this aspect of the interaction, this despite the fact that
seals are protected under both European and national law,
under the Habdts Directive and the Wildie 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 aesus of Irish seals at the timé&i$ census is



now completeandthesecalls are being echoed in the media
by politicians seeking vote&rey seal numbers have
increased in Irish watemseranumber ofyearsfrom a low
base populationfis must be taken in contexsis certain
commercialstocks of fish have alsshownan increase.

Consequentlye Dead Seal Database vimisiated by the
Irish Seal Sanctuary in an attempt to provide a scientific
resource andvidencebased record of numbers and causes of
sealdeathsaroundthe Irishcoasline. This entailed getting
word out to the general publad other interested
stakeholders to establish a reporting mechanisrddad
sealsFor each dead seal, location was recordgihodo was
requested if possibléo confirm specigdo discount pasible
double recording of sameiamaland to document any visible
injuries. n all cases we erred on the side of caution. The
database was started in April 2012 #dmelfirst report covers
the results up until MidApril 2014. Records of dead seals
reportedo us for the period January to April 2012 were
includedin this first report.

We requestd members of the public to repda usif they
come across any deadatsewhile walking our
shoreline.Rquests were and are regularly put out on social
media andvhere possible on radio and theprint media, by
ourselves and fellownvironmental organiseins.

Many reports simply state that a dead seal was found, no other
information other than the date and locatregrerecorded.

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 I s a good example of ndci
observers araot 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
volunteers to confirm any records submittedour

experience it is extremely difficult wbtain detailed and
correctinformation from casual observers. Unlike cetaceans
seal species are fundamentally similar. In the case of
cetaceans the position of the dorsal fin can highlight cases
which need immediate investigation. Photographs are
importantto this database arnde mobile phone as prevalent
as it is nearly everyone has access to a camera.

First a brief overview of the results of the first Dead Seal
Database Report.

In total we had 140 reports sent to us over the two year period
April 20120 April 2014.

Thirteenof these proved to be of multiple desehls,

thereforen total 171seal carcasses wemportedfrom 11

coastal counties in every month of the y&mme reports

proved to be of cetaceans rather than seals and were not
included.These were referredto the Irish Whale and Dolphin
Group.Some animals wemecordedmore han once by
differentobservers. An@gain we erred otheside of caution

and recorded only orearcass

Photographs proved invaluable in avoiding duplicathdmle
somereportswe r e s i mp |l y tha@sewithche ad s e al
photograph allowed identification to species letzghty four
reports were identifieth this way, with 78Grey seals and 6
Common seals@ne were skeletonised and one deadwsaal
reported as akull.

One of the problems we recognised at the start is that the



Dead Seal Database will only give an indication of the

number of dead seals waslashoregonsequentlyhere is a
biastoward areas where people walk and asaeffect of
weatherconditions It soon became clear that there is a public
perception that a lot of seals wash in dead as a result of human
activities Many bodies displayed small circular holes which
were identified by some merats ofthe publicasbullet

hales. While they do lookke it,without a proper necropsy

this cannot be confirmed

A considerable amount of work has been done on the
deterioration ofvildlife carcasses post mortertnid known
that cadavers deteriorate rapidly and that these effects are
enhanced by immersion in water. The effects are due to a
number of factors, including, but not limited to; injuries



sustained ante mortem, tissue autolysis, predation ante and or
postmortem and the effects of trauma ante and or post
mortem.We know, forexamplethat as seals decompose any
damage to the skin can resultie appearance small holes

that resemble bullet woundBhe neck is a weak point and
many bodies were reported headless. Some shaignsof
freshcut marksaround the neck but most did not and

evidence from wildlife post mortem studies suggest that the
early loss of the head from wildlife casualties is likely to be
part of thenaturalprocess obreakdownNeverhelesswe did

get reports of well decomposed bodies with heads attached.
Oneseal was reportedith the hind flippers tied together with
rope.Without post mortem examinatiornt,is not possible to
determine how many seals die due to anthropogenic reasons
and how many are natural.

The deal seal database did reveal clusters of bodies in certain
areas at certain times of the year. Certainly the Sgattern
counties of Wexford and Waterford showed the highest
number of bodies during December and Januargt s
coincides with thenshoreherring and Sprat fishery may or

may not be a coincidence. Pair trawling has been banned from
inshore waters in the UK due to the high incidence of marine
mammal bycatch. Certainly the national authoritige
NationalPaks andwildlife Service is aware of the high

number of seal deaths in this area at this time of the year.

Official figures do not exist for bycatch of marine mammals

in Ireland. However one Study on Marine Mammal bycatch
was conducted by the Maritestitute and BIM which we
believe very much proved our concerns about the numbers to
be well founded.

The bycatch research conducted amedangle net fishery off



Co. Mayo accounted for the 58 grey seals and 10 common
seals observed drowned during thes@idays of thissurvey

All bodies were discarded overboaispite thisCo. Mayo
accounted for relatively few reports of dead seals washed
ashoreThis also shows how few dead seals actually show up
on thebeaches and aseibsequently reported to asd
suggestshat the actual mortalityr fishing nets is likely to be
much largethan the numbers we are recordingadaversn
beached.his was not an inshore fishery so carcasses may
have dispersed or simply been eaten and utilised by other
marine orgaismsThefact that the inshore pair trawling

fishery appears to have a bigger impact may simply be the
result of more carcasses washing ashore. Tangle nets were
found to have the highest incidence of seal bycatch.
Alternativemetiersexistto target the species fished,fasith
tangle netstlis not a large fishery.

Because of this Dead Seal Database we can state that in the
four years 2012 to®.6 four dead seals were reported to us
from Co. Mayo beaches, yet we know that 68 dead seaés wer
discarded off Co. Mayo. In the same period a total of 14 dead
seals vere reported from the shoreline of Co. Galway.

Results

The results of the second dead seal report covers the period
May-20014 until May 2016.

During this period a total of 77 deadas were reported

around the lIrisltoastline. Twelvef thesereportswere of
multiple carcassedn total there were 104 carcasses reported
from 13 coastatounties. The majority wer@rey seals with

36 unidentifiedcarcased~orty eight reports did not have
photographs, some we were able to identify by description,

7



e.g. a whitecoat is a grey seal pup, or by the size reported.
One reporter stated that she was too upset to photograph the
carcass.

24 bodies were ported as havig head damaged orissing.
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Reports by month 20142016

A great deal of interest has been expressed regasdalg in
Dublin Bay. There wereifteen reports of dead seals from
Dublin Bay in thefour yearperiod May2012 to Mag016.
Location and daterere suppliedor each reportBecausehe
wider Dublin Area is well walkedwe can be fairly confident
that the majority of dead seals are reported to us for inclusion
in the database.



Sutton 18 August 201

Conclusions

We seesimilar results for the two years from 2014 to 2016.
The high reported numbef carcasseBom September to
December probably reflects that this is the breeding season for
our commonest and most numeroud,sba Gey seal. We
have had reports @rey seabreeding as early as August
when a whitecoat was found deadweverOctober and
November is the normal time for pupping. Numbers of dead
young can be very high atries if pupping cansideswith
strong winds and/or high tides. During the fix8b years of

the database two sub adultsrewashedashore entangled in
nets. Fortunately both these were cut free and released by
volunteers.
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