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Introduction 
One of the longest continuous time series of stranding records comes from Ireland and the UK 

(Klinowska, 1985).  Systematic records have been kept continuously since 1913 and have 

been published on a regular basis (MacLeod et al., 2004).  The published stranding records of 

cetaceans in Ireland dates back to the 1800s and these were reviewed by Berrow and Rogan 

(1997).   McLeod et al. (2004) reviewed strandings of beaked whales in the UK and Ireland 

from 1800 to 2002 and Dolman et al., (2010) examined “unusual” stranding events in the UK 

and Ireland of deep diving species in 2008.  In this review, we update the stranded records of 

beaked whales, correct some strandings records and add some new unpublished information.  

 

 Methods 
The data included in this review comes from a number of publications, mostly stranding 

records submitted to the Irish Naturalists’ journal.  These latter records are validated by the 

Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (http://www.iwdg.ie/) following a standard procedure which 

includes photographic evidence, and are peer-reviewed. In addition to that, extended notes are 

submitted by individuals of rare and unusual strandings.  Total body lengths published in feet 

and inches were converted to metric.  The coastal areas around Ireland were divided into four 

areas: Irish Sea, Celtic Sea, west Ireland and NW Ireland for geographical comparison.  

Seasonal patterns were examined by divided the seasons up as follows: winter (December - 

February), spring (March - May), summer (June - August) and autumn (September –

November) “Cause of death” was allocated into three very broad categories: bycatch, live 

stranding and stranded dead/unknown.   

 

 

Results 
132 records of beaked whales have been recorded, comprising at least five species including 

northern bottlenose whales (n = 50), Cuvier’s beaked whale (n = 48), Sowerby’s beaked 

whale (n = 14), Gervais whale (n = 1) and True’s beaked whale (n = 11). An additional eight 

records are of unknown species.  All strandings are summarised in Table 1.   

 

 

Northern Bottlenose whale (Hyperoodon ampullatus) 

 
Northern bottlenose whales (NBW) ranged in length from 336cm to 792cm, with most whales 

stranded recorded between 550 and 650cm (see Figure 1).  Examining the stranding pattern 

over time, more strandings occurred in the last 30 years then previously recorded.  Most of 

the standings comprised single individuals, but mass strandings occurred on six occasions 

where group size varied between 2 to 3 individuals.  Of the animals where sex was 

determined, five individuals were male and 12 were female, with 33 unknown.  Significantly 

more animals stranded during the summer months then other months, and in particular in 

August (Figure 3) and more animals (n = 22) stranded on the west coast then elsewhere 
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(Figure 4).  Interestingly, the Irish Sea, which is a relatively enclosed and shallow sea, had the 

2
nd

 highest number of strandings of this species (n =16).  

 

Within this species, 37 individuals were recorded as stranded (dead), nine individuals were 

live stranded and four were recorded as bycatch.  The live strandings comprised 7 separate 

events, one with 3 individuals (1 died, others re-floated), one with two individuals (Mackey et 

al., 1998) and five incidents of single strandings, of which two animals stranded within a few 

days of each other between 13 and 19
th
 May 2006 on the west coast.  The bycatch animals 

were reported from the 1800s – two in one net on 25
th
 August 1888 and another individual in 

1845.     

 

Stomach contents from one individual, “Dolly” who died after unsuccessful refloating 

attempts (date) had a stomach full of cephalopod beaks.   

 

Cuviers’ beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris) 

 
Forty seven Cuviers’ beaked whales (CBW) have been reported and of those measured, 

length ranged from 400cm – 914cm (Figure 1).  The upper range reported here is greater then 

usually recorded for this species.  It is likely a result of measurement along the curvature as 

opposed to a straight line measurement, or the measurement was approximated – it was 

reported as measuring 30 feet.  One of the stranding events comprised two individuals, all 

other strandings were of single individuals.  Of the sex of the individuals that were 

determined, 15 were male, nine were female, with 25 unknown.  More strandings occurred in 

winter (n = 19) and spring (n = 17) than any other time of year (Figure 3) and most strandings 

occurred on the west coast (n = 39).  No strandings were recorded on the Irish Sea coast 

(Figure 4).  Within this dataset, no live strandings of Cuviers’ beaked whale has been 

reported.   

 

Sowerby’s beaked whale (Mesoplodon bidens) 

 
There have been 14 records of Sowerby’s beaked whale (SBW) reported during this time 

period.  Of these, six were female, six male and two unknown.  Length ranged from 370 – 

476cm (Figure 2).  No strong seasonal pattern in strandings (Figure 3) could be detected and 

strandings predominately occurred on the west coast, with small numbers in the other 

geographical areas (Figure 4).  One animal live- stranded on 20
th
 August 2004 on the south 

east coast of Ireland.  A second individual that was considered recently stranded in 2006 was 

a female.  On examination of the head, this individual had small needle-like teeth located 

21.5cm along the lower jaw from the tip of the jaw.  These had previously been reported in 

this species by Taylor, W. (1900) "Notes on the marine mammals of the north-east of 

Scotland." Annals of Scottish Natural History 34:65-69 (Mead pers comm.).  The skull was 

archived in the Natural History Museum in Dublin.  Skin samples were sent to Dr Merel 

Dalebout (University Sydney, Australia) for genetic analysis and results from these analyses 

confirmed the identification as a Sowerby’s beaked whale (Rogan, unpublished). This animal 

appeared in a healthy condition with a dorsal blubber depth of 2.8cm. The stomach contained 

food remains –gadoid otoliths -however there was no evidence of recent feeding.  Another 

animal had wounds consistent with ship strike (Hurley & Murphy, 2005).   

 

 

True’s (Mesoplodon mirus) and Gervais (Mesoplodon europaeus) beaked whale 

 
True’s beaked whale (TBW) has been recorded stranded on the Irish coastline on 11 

occasions.  Most strandings have been reported from the west coast of Ireland, and no 

strandings have been reported from the Irish sea coast (Figure 4). A freshly dead individual 

on the south coast of Ireland on 1
st
 June 1997 was determined on post-mortem examination to 
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have been a live stranding. This individual, a 385cm female had ice cream wrapping in its 

stomach, possibly ingested during the live stranding event (Gassner et al.,  2005).  The skull 

of this individual has been archived in the Ulster Museum in Belfast and was confirmed with 

genetic analysis (Dalebout pers comm.).   Individuals that were measured ranged in length 

from 376 cm to 550cm.   

 

There is only one confirmed stranding record of a M. europeans (GBW) on the coastline of 

Ireland.  This individual was a 408cm male that stranded on in the north west coast on 22
nd

 

January 1989.   

 

An additional eight beaked whales were recorded but not identified to species level.  Many of 

these individuals were in an advanced state of decomposition and they ranged in length from 

427cm to >690cm.   

 

 

Discussion 

 
Records of stranded cetaceans can be used to infer information on a number of different 

aspects of their biology, including distribution, timing and routes of migration, diet, 

contaminant levels, age distribution and reproductive status.  However, inherent in this is the 

interpretation of what these stranded individuals represent.  In addition to that, this review 

spans over 200 years and as with all reviews with a long timespan, there are issues and biases 

and weaknesses with data interpretation, including misidentification, measurement 

difficulties, and recording effort.  There is no doubt that in Ireland, since the formation of the 

Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) that there is more public involvement in reporting 

strandings, which is difficult to account for prior to this.  In addition to that, more information 

is being gathered for biological studies and records now include information such as whether 

the animal stranded alive or not.  That said, there appears to be an increase in strandings of 

beaked whales along the Irish coast in the last 10 years (see Figure 5) and an increase in the 

records of live strandings (Figure 6).   

 

Most strandings occurred on the west coast of Ireland, which is a large area with a large 

continental shelf, but elsewhere the shelf edge is quite close to the landmass, particularly in 

the northwest, where the shelf slopes off quickly to the deep waters of the Rockall Trough.  

Sightings surveys conducted in these areas have recorded Northern Bottlenose whales, 

Sowerby’s beaked whale and there has been one sighting of True’s beaked whale (O’Cadhla 

et al., 2002; SC/53/O15; SC/63/SM13).  The high number of bottlenose whale strandings in 

August and in the Irish Sea is of note.  However, MacLeod et al., 2004 reported a high peak in 

strandings in September.  It may be that the Irish Sea is used as a migration corridor or that 

bottlenose whales are following species into this area.  Sightings of northern bottlenose 

whales have been recorded in this area (Whooley, IWDG pers comm.).  The length frequency 

distribution suggests that most of these animals are immature, as sexual maturity for Northern 

bottlenose whale was considered to occur at a length of 6.7-7m for females, while males 

occur when they are slightly larger (7.3-7.6m) (Evans, 1987; MacDonald, 1987; Minasian et 

al., 1984).   
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Figure 1 Length frequency distribution of northern bottlenose whale (NBW) and Cuviers’ 

beaked whale (CBW) 
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Figure 2  Length frequency distribution of Sowerbys (SBW), Gervais (GBW), True’s (TBW) 

beaked whale and unknown beaked whale.  
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Figure 3   Seasonal distribution of beaked whale strandings along the Irish coastline.  
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Figure 4  Geographical distribution of beaked whale strandings 
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Figure 5  Stranding patterns by species by time 
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Figure 6  Stranding patterns of bycaught (by), alive and dead individuals 
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Figure 7   Stranding locations of Northern bottlenose whale, Cuvier’s beaked whale and other beaked whale 

species (True’s, Sowerby’s, Gervais’ and unknown) on the Irish coastline from 1829 to 2009. 
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