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AA  ((11))::   BBaacckkggrroouunndd  ttoo  tthhee  PPrroojjeecctt   

 

  

IINNTTEERRRREEGG  IIIIIIAA::   INTERREG IIIA  was a programme supported by the European 

Union which is designed to encourage partnerships across borders and in doing so to 

stimulate regional development. The programme was designed to benefit a range of 

organisations ranging from public bodies, educational establishments and voluntary 

organisations through to the private sector.  

 

For more information please visit: 

http://www.interreg.ie/main.html  

 

  

TThhee  IIrr iisshh  SSeeaa  LLeeaatthheerrbbaacckk  TTuurrtt llee  PPrroojjeecctt ::   PPooppuullaatt iioonnss,,  oorriiggiinnss  aanndd  bbeehhaavviioouurr::   It 

is a little known fact that leatherback turtles (Dermochelys coriacea) are found in the 

waters around Wales and Ireland. Indeed, the largest specimen ever recorded 

washed up in North Wales in 1998 measuring nearly 3 metres (9½ ft) and weighing 

916kg (2016 lbs)! Despite this our knowledge of this elusive species remains limited 

to anecdotal sightings and stranding events along the coast. Although such data are 

invaluable, we were still left with many unanswered questions such as how 

leatherbacks can live almost entirely on jellyfish that are composed mainly of water! 

To address such gaps in our knowledge the Irish Sea Leatherback Project was 

established in April 2003 as a joint venture between the University of Wales Swansea 

and the University College Cork. Funded by the European Regional Development 

Fund’s (ERDF) INTERREG IIIA initiative, key elements of the project included aerial 

surveys of the Irish Sea, satellite tracking of leatherback turtles, shoreline jellyfish 

surveys, schools workshops and public seminars. Through collaboration with existing 

conservation bodies we hoped to tackle the long unanswered question of whether 

leatherbacks are merely oceanic wanderers that find themselves in our waters or 

whether they form an important part of our natural heritage.  

 

Additional background information  

available from: http://www.turtle.ie  
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AA  ((22))::   HHoosstt   UUnniivveerrssii tt iieess  aanndd  tthhee  TTeeaamm    
 
 
 
TThhee  UUnniivveerrssii ttyy  ooff   WWaalleess  SSwwaannsseeaa  ((UUWWSS)):: Founded in 1920 UWS is a vibrant, 
research led university with 12,000 students. Recent surveys and league tables have 
placed Swansea amongst the top 20 Universities in the UK for teaching quality and 
student satisfaction. The university is at the forefront of academic research in Wales 
and plays and essential role in attracting investment, securing jobs and generating 
income for the local economy.  
Website:  http://www.swansea.ac.uk  
 
UUnniivveerrssii ttyy  CCooll lleeggee  CCoorrkk  ((UUCCCC)):: UCC is a progressive, dynamic university of over 
14,500 students. UCC is Ireland’s leading research Institute and is the highest earner 
in the Irish state. The University’s internal research reputation spans all of its faculties 
where it offers 120 degree and professional programmes through 7 schools and 27 
departments.  
Website: http://www.ucc.ie  
 
PPrrooffeessssoorr  GGrraaeemmee  HHaayyss  ((PPrr iinncciippaall   iinnvveesstt iiggaatt iioonn)):: After completing his PhD in 
1991, Graeme Hays conducted post-doctoral research at the University of Aberdeen, 
The Sir Alistair Hardy Foundation for Ocean Science (Plymouth Marine Laboratory) 
and the University of Wales Bangor, before taking up a permanent position at UWS 
in 1996. He is currently editor of the Journal of Animal Ecology.  
Website:  http://www.swan.ac.uk/bs/staffprof’GCH.htm  
 
PPrrooffeessssoorr  JJoohhnn  DDaavveennppoorrtt   ((PPrr iinncciippaall   IInnvveesstt iiggaattoorr)):: John Davenport is Professor 
and Head of the Department of Zoology, Ecology and Plant Science at University 
College Cork. His principal research areas are the eco-physiology of oceanic, coastal 
and estuarine organism, and the response of animals to fluctuating and extreme 
environmental conditions. From 1980 onwards, Prof. Davenport has also worked 
extensively with leatherback sea turtles.  
Website:  http://www.ucc.ie /academic/zeps/pages/staff/davenport_j.htm   
 
DDrr  JJoonnaatthhaann  HHoouugghhttoonn  ((PPoosstt  ddooccttoorraall   rreesseeaarrcchheerr  aanndd  jjooiinntt   pprroojjeecctt   mmaannaaggeerr)):: 
After studying oceanography and marine biology at the University of Southampton 
(1993-1996), Jon moved to UWS to take up a PhD on “the behavioural and 
physiological ecology of sea turtles” (1998-2002). This involved work on loggerhead 
turtles in Greece, loggerhead and green turtles in Cyprus and Hawksbill turtles in the 
Seychelles. On completion of his PhD, Jon worked with leatherback turtles in 
Grenada (West Indies) before taking up a post-doctoral position in 2003 with the Irish 
Sea Leatherback Turtle Project.  
Website: http://www.turtle.ie and http://www.swan.ac.uk/bs/turtle  
 
TToomm  DDooyyllee  ((PPhhDD  ssttuuddeenntt  aanndd  jjooiinntt   pprroojjeecctt   mmaannaaggeerr)):: Tom completed a Certificate 
in Science at Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT) before moving to the 
National University of Ireland Galway (NUIG) to complete an honours degree in 
zoology. Tom moved to UCC in 2003 and is currently putting the finishing touches to 
his PhD on leatherback turtles and jellyfish in the Irish Sea.  
Website: http://www.turtle.ie  
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FFiigguurree  lleeggeennddss:: University of Wales Swansea (1-5). (2) Prof. Graeme Hays. (3) Dr Jon 

Houghton. University College Cork (6-10). (6) Prof. John Davenport. (9) Tom Doyle 
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AA  ((33))::   MMaattcchheedd  ffuunnddiinngg  ––  SSeeaa  TTuurr tt llee  WWoorrkk  OOvveerrsseeaass  
 
 
 
((11))  SSaatteell ll ii ttee  ttrraacckkiinngg  lleeaatthheerrbbaacckk  ttuurrtt lleess  ffrroomm  CCaarr iibbbbeeaann  NNeesstt iinngg  GGrroouunnddss  
  
BBaacckkggrroouunndd::   During 2002 and 2003, Prof. Graeme Hays, Dr Jonathan Houghton 
and Dr Andrew Myers deployed twelve Satellite Relay Data Loggers (SRDLs), to 
post-nesting female leatherbacks on the island of Grenada, West Indies. This work 
provided an ideal backdrop for the INTERREG IIIA Irish Sea Leatherback Turtle 
Project as it allowed us to follow turtles from their tropical breeding sites to the 
northern Atlantic. This left us with the questions of how and why they travelled so far, 
and how the animals behaved at these distant foraging grounds. 
 
AAcckknnoowwlleeddggmmeennttss:: The leatherback tracking programme was enabled and 
generously supported in the field by the Grenadian Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, 
Land and Fisheries and local non-governmental organisations Ocean Spirits Inc. 
Funding from the UK was provided via a NERC grant to Prof. Hays with further 
funding provided by the Marine Conservation Society. 
 
KKeeyy  ttoo  ooppppoossii ttee  ppaaggee::   
  
1. Levera National Park on the north shore of Grenada. Principal study site of Ocean 

Spirits Inc and most significant leatherback breeding site on the island. 
Deployment site for 2002 / 2003 tracking programme. 

 
2. Logo of Ocean Spirits Inc, partner organisation during satellite tracking 

programme. 
 
3. Leatherback turtle leaving Levera beach with SRDL attached. 
 
4. Logo of the Natural Environment Research Council; principal funding body 
 
5. Key findings were published in Nature (Hays et al (2004) Pan Atlantic 

Leatherback Turtle Movements. 420: 522) and presented in Berlin to the United 
Nations Convention for Migratory Species. 

 
6. Emblem of the Grenadian Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Land and Fisheries.  
 
7. Study published in Animal Behaviour represented first assessment of oceanic 

behaviour of leatherback turtles ever conducted (Hays et al (2004) First records of 
oceanic dive profiles for leatherback turtles, Dermochelys coriacea, indicate 
behavioural plasticity associated with long-distance migration. 67: 733-743). 

 
8. The tracks of nine female leatherback turtles tracked from Grenada during 2003 

(see Nature. 420: 522). 
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BB  ((11))::   RReesseeaarrcchh  ––  MMaappppiinngg  jjeell ll yyff iisshh  ff rroomm  tthhee  aaii rr   
 
 
 
  

SSuummmmaarryy:: Within the marine environment, aerial surveys have historically centred 

on apex predators, such as pinnipeds, cetaceans, and sea birds. However, it is 

becoming increasingly apparent that the utility of this technique may also extend to 

sub-surface species such as pre-spawning fish stocks and aggregations of jellyfish 

that occur close to the surface.  In light of this, we tested the utility of aerial surveys 

to provide baseline data for three poorly understood scyphozoan jellyfish found 

throughout British and Irish waters: Rhizostoma octopus, Cyanea capillata and 

Chrysaora hysoscella. Our principal objectives were to develop a simple sampling 

protocol to identify and quantify surface aggregations, assess their consistency in 

space and time, and consider the overall applicability of this technique to the study of 

gelatinous zooplankton. This approach provided a general understanding of range 

and relative abundance for each target species, with greatest suitability to the study 

of Rhizostoma octopus. For this species it was possible to identify and monitor 

extensive, temporally consistent and previously undocumented aggregations (10s km 

2) throughout the Irish Sea spanning thousands of square kilometres. This finding has 

pronounced implications for ecologists and fisheries managers alike but, moreover, 

draws attention to the broad utility of aerial surveys for the study of gelatinous 

aggregations beyond the range of conventional ship-borne techniques. 

 
FFuull ll   rreessuull ttss  ppuubbll iisshheedd  iinn::   

  

Houghton, JDR, Doyle, TK, Davenport, J & Hays, GC (2006) Developing a simple, 

rapid method for identifying and monitoring jellyfish aggregations from the air. Marine 

Ecology Progress Series. 314: 159-170. 
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Photograph legends:  (1) Prof. Graeme Hays, Dr Jonathan Houghton and Neil from 
Ravenair prior to an aerial survey of the north Welsh Coast. (2) Lion’s mane jellyfish, 
Cyanea capillata. (3) The barrel jellyfish, Rhizostoma octopus. (4) The compass 
jellyfish, Chrysaora hysoscella. (5) Gwyndaff from Haverfordwest Air Charter Services 
in Carmarthen Bay. (6) Aerial surveys were validated with shore line jellyfish surveys. 
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BB  ((22))::   RReesseeaarrcchh  ––  LLeeaatthheerrbbaacckk  TTuurr tt llee  FFoorraaggiinngg  BBeehhaavviioouurr   
 
 
 
SSuummmmaarryy:: Understanding the distribution of species is central to many ecological 
studies, yet this parameter is sometimes difficult to measure even for species that 
may be abundant and play important trophic roles. In some cases it is the 
environment itself that makes surveys difficult, such as in remote rainforests or the 
deep-sea, while in other cases it is aspects of the animals own biology that impedes 
studies. For example, within plankton research there are a range of nets and 
autonomous recorders that have been used routinely for many decades to assess 
the distributions of species). Yet many gelatinous zooplankton such as jellyfish 
(Phylum Cnidaria: Orders Semaeostomeae and Rhizostomeae), remain poorly 
studied because they either (a) break up in nets and / or (b) are so patchily 
distributed that they are difficult to study using traditional techniques (Mills 2001). 
Despite this, the group is highly topical within marine systems with much recent 
attention directed towards their influence as predators (e.g. Arai 1988). 
Comparatively, their role as prey remains largely understudied with many species 
depicted incorrectly as a trophic dead end as their low nutritional value makes them 
an unlikely food item for vertebrates (Arai 2005). However, there is a growing body of 
evidence to suggest the contrary with an emerging list of potential predators ranging 
from larval fish (Arai 2005) through to large oceanic sea birds (Catry et al. 2004). 
However, perhaps the best known jellyfish predator remains the leatherback turtle 
Dermochelys coriacea that ranges widely throughout temperate waters during 
summer and autumn months (e.g. Brongersma 1972). The reliance of such a large 
animal (up to 916 kg; Davenport 1998) on an energetically improbable diet remains 
intriguing, as the demands of growth and metabolism have to be met in the context of 
reproductive periods lasting several months with foraging and breeding grounds often 
separated by thousands of kilometres (Hays et al. 2004a, b; Arai 2005). In the 
Atlantic, this constitutes large scale migration from tropical breeding sites to more 
temperate foraging grounds. For example, leatherbacks nesting within the wider-
Caribbean basin are known to migrate to the cool, temperate waters around the 
Canadian seaboard, Western Europe and beyond (Ferraroli 2004; Hays et al. 2004 a, 
b). At these distant foraging grounds leatherbacks have been observed to consume 
great quantities of jellyfish (up to 200kg d-1; Duron-Dufrenne 1987) with turtles 
regularly seen in areas where jellyfish are abundant at the surface (James and 
Herman 2001).  
 
Despite such tantalizing insights, it remains unknown as to how or whether temperate 
jellyfish aggregations drive the broad-scale distribution and foraging behaviour of 
leatherback turtles. This long-standing question has implications for ecologists and 
conservationists alike following recent reports that implicate fisheries by-catch as a 
proximate cause for the regional declines in leatherback turtles (Spotila et al. 2000; 
Lewison et al. 2004). Therefore, with the clear goal of better understanding the 
association of predator and prey, we conducted low-level aerial surveys over three 
years to identify and map jellyfish aggregations throughout the Irish Sea; an area 
spanning several thousand square kilometres that is regularly visited by migratory 
leatherbacks. By examining jellyfish assemblages on such a spatial and temporal 
scale, we were able to make an initial assessment of how historical sightings of 
leatherbacks might reflect the distribution of their gelatinous prey. 
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Previously unknown, consistent aggregations of Rhizostoma octopus extending over 
10s of km2 were identified in distinct coastal ‘hotspots’ during consecutive years 
(2003-2005). Examination of retrospective sightings data (>50 years: Marine 
Environmental Monitoring http://www.strandings.com) suggested that 22.5% of 
leatherback distribution could be explained by these ‘hotspots’ with the inference that 
these coastal features may be sufficiently consistent in space and time to drive long-
term foraging associations.  
  
FFuull ll   rreessuull ttss  ppuubbll iisshheedd  iinn::   Houghton, JDR, Doyle, TK, Davenport, J & Hays, GC (in 
press) Jellyfish aggregations and leatherback turtle foraging patterns in a temperate 
coastal environment. Ecology. 
  
CCoonnttaacctt   ffoorr  rreepprr iinntt   ooff   ffuull ll   mmaannuussccrr iipptt ::     
  
j.d.r.houghton@swansea.ac.uk or g.hays@swansea.ac.uk   
  
LLii tteerraattuurree  ccii tteedd  iinn  ssuummmmaarryy::   
  
Arai, MN (1988) Interactions of fish and pelagic coelenterates. Can. J.  Zoo.  66:1913-1927. 
 
Arai, MN (2005) Predation on pelagic coelenterates: a review. J. Mar. Biol. Assoc. UK. 85:523-526. 
 
Brongersma, LD (1972) European Atlantic turtles. Zoologische Verhandelingen (Leiden) 121:1-318. 
 
Catry, P, RA Phillips, B Phalan, JR D Silk & JP Croxall (2004) Foraging strategies of grey-headed 
albatrosses Thalassarche chrysostoma: integration of movements, activity and feeding events. Mar. 
Ecol. Prog. Ser. 280:261-273. 
 
Davenport, J (1998) Sustaining endothermy on a diet of cold jelly: energetics of the leatherback turtles 
Dermochelys coriacea. Brit. Herp. Soc. Bull. 62:4e8. 
 
Duron-Dufrenne, M (1987) Premier suivi par satellite en Atlantique d’une tortue luth Dermochelys 
coriacea. Comptes Rendus Academie des Sciences Paris 304:339-402. 
 
Ferraroli, S, J-Y Georges, P Gaspar & Y Le Maho (2004) Where leatherback turtles meet fisheries. 
Nature 429:521-522. 
 
Hays, GC, JDR Houghton, C Isaacs, RS King, C Lloyd & P Lovell (2004a) First records of oceanic 
dive profiles for leatherback turtles, D. coriacea, indicate behavioural plasticity associated with long-
distance migration. Anim. Behav. 67:733–743. 
 
Hays, GC, JDR Houghton & AE Myers (2004b) Pan-Atlantic leatherback turtle movements. Nature 
429:522. 
 
James M. C. and T. B. Herman. 2001. Feeding of Dermochelys coriacea on medusae in the Northwest 
Atlantic. Chel. Cons. Biol. 4:202-205. 
 
Lewison, RL, SA Freeman & LB Crowder( 2004). Quantifying the effects of fisheries on threatened 
species: the impact of pelagic longlines on loggerhead and leatherback sea turtles. Ecol. Let. 7:221-
231. 
  
Mills, CE (2001) Jellyfish blooms: are populations increasing globally in response to changing ocean 
conditions? Hydrobiologia. 451:55-68. 
 
Spotila, JR, RD Reina, AC Steyermark, PT Plotkin & FV Paladino (2000) Pacific leatherbacks face 
extinction. Nature 405:529–530.  
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BB  ((33))::   RReesseeaarrcchh  --  TTrraacckkiinngg  AAtt llaanntt iicc  LLeeaatthheerrbbaacckkss  
 
 
  
  

SSuummmmaarryy::   Although still ongoing, one of the most significant achievements of the 

project was the first ever deployment of a satellite relay data logger (transmitter) to a 

leatherback turtle in the Northeast Atlantic.  This will provide invaluable data on the 

migratory habits of the species and immediately raised the profile of leatherback 

turtles in Irish and British waters to an unprecedented level; with the project website 

receiving over two million  hits since the turtle was tagged!  

  

KKeeyy  ttoo  ffaacciinngg  pphhoottooggrraapphhss::   

  

1. Padraig Frank O’Sullivan, a fisherman from Ballydavid, County Kerry with a 

leatherback turtle in Cuas an Bhodaigh on the Dingle Peninsula. Padraig was 

fundamental to the success of the tagging experiment and has continued to be 

a great support to our work in the south west of Ireland. 

2. TJ Scanlon from Mara Beo guiding the leatherback turtle into the holding tank 

at the aquarium. TJ, Kevin Flannery, Mike Lynch and all the staff at Mara Beo 

were, and continue to be, a great support to the project. 

3. Mara Beo (Dingle Oceanworld Aquarium) in An Daingean (Dingle), County 

Kerry (Dingle Oceanworld: http://www.dingleoceanworld.ie). 

4. Leatherback turtle in tank at Mara Beo fitted with transmitter prior to release. 

5. Cuas an Bhodaigh, (Brandon Creek) on the Dingle Peninsula was the release 

site of the tracked leatherback turtle. 

6. Tom Doyle and Jon Houghton adjusting the transmitter harness. 

7. The leatherback turtle was released by gently reversing a trailer into the water 

at Cuas an Bhodaigh. The turtle simple swam of the trailer and began her long 

journey southward. 

8. Latest satellite tracks of ‘Cuas’ (the leatherback turtle) provided by the Sea 

Mammal Research Unit. Between September 2005 and May 2006 she 

travelled over 6,500 km! 
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BB  ((44))::   RReesseeaarrcchh  --  LLii ffee  oonn  aa  ddiieett   ooff   jjeell ll yy  
 
 
 
SSuummmmaarryy:: At the start of our INTERREG IIIA project, one of the key questions we 
sought to answer was how leatherback turtles (up to 916kg and ~3m in total length) 
can survive on a diet of jellyfish that comprise up to 95% water! This is a long 
standing problem in marine biology that reflects major difficulties in obtaining 
accurate estimates of energy content for jellyfish. To address this gap in our 
knowledge, we began by collecting samples of three jellyfish species found 
throughout British and Irish waters, that represented potential food sources for 
foraging leatherbacks: the compass jellyfish (Chryosaora hysoscella), the barrel 
jellyfish (Rhizostoma octopus) and the lion’s mane (Cyanea capillata).  These jellyfish 
were dried in ovens at a constant temperature of 65oC, for up to a week. The 
resulting samples were analysed using two comparative methods (bomb calorimetry 
and proximate biochemical composition) to calculate their energy density (i.e. how 
many calories did they contain). At present these results are in review, but the great 
success of this study was the determination of accurate calorific estimates for jellyfish 
that has implications not just for the study of leatherbacks, but for a deeper 
understanding of the ecological role of jellyfish in general. 
 
 
KKeeyy  ttoo  pphhoottooggrraapphhss  oonn  ffaacciinngg  ppaaggee::   
 
1. Tom Doyle weighing a Rhizostoma jellyfish by Raven Point, Co. Wexford. Each 

year large aggregations of this species have been found at this site on the east 
coast of Ireland. 

 
2. Jon Houghton catching a large Rhizostoma jellyfish in Tremadoc Bay, Gwynedd. 

This documented foraging site for leatherback turtles was featured in the BBC 
series Coast. 

 
3. Preparing a Rhizostoma jellyfish for analysis, Rosslare, Co. Wexford. These large 

jellyfish can reach a diameter of 80 cm and weigh up to 25 kg! This photo shows 
the bell and oral arms (feeding appendages) that contain literally thousands of 
mouths for filtering plankton out of the water column. 

 
4. Tom Doyle preparing homogenising lion’s mane (Cyanea capillata) jellyfish prior 

to drying.  
 
5. Dried samples of compass jellyfish (Chrysaora hysoscella) prior to bomb 

calorimetry.  
 
6. Weighing a wet sample of lion’s mane jellyfish during the drying procedure. 

Jellyfish could sometimes take up to a week to reach constant dry weight. 
 
7. UCC undergraduate student Sarah Buckley getting some hands on experience 

with jellyfish during her final year project. Sarah’s project was on jellyfish and 
sunfish in the Irish and Celtic Seas. 
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BB  ((55))::   DDiissttrr iibbuutt iioonn  &&  SSeeaassoonnaall ii ttyy  ooff   JJeell ll yyff iisshh  iinn  tthhee  IIrr iisshh  SSeeaa  
 
 
 
SSuummmmaarryy:: Jellyfish (medusae) are sometimes the most noticeable and abundant 
members of coastal planktonic communities, yet ironically, this high conspicuousness 
is not reflected in our overall understanding of their spatial distributions across large 
expanses of water. Here, we set out to elucidate the spatial (and temporal) patterns 
for five jellyfish species (Phylum Cnidaria, Orders Rhizostomeae and 
Semaeostomeae) across the Irish & Celtic Seas, an extensive shelf-sea area at 
Europe’s northwesterly margin encompassing several thousand square kilometers. 
Data were gathered using two independent methods: (1) surface-counts of jellyfish 
from ships of opportunity, and (2) regular shoreline surveys for stranding events over 
three consecutive years. Jellyfish species displayed distinct species-specific 
distributions, with an apparent segregation of some species.  Furthermore, a different 
species composition was noticeable between the northern and southern parts of the 
study area. Most importantly, our data suggests that jellyfish distributions broadly 
reflect the major hydrographic regimes (and associated physical discontinuities) of 
the study area, with mixed water masses possibly acting as a trophic barrier or non-
favourable environment for the successful growth and reproduction of jellyfish 
species.  
 
KKeeyy  ttoo  ffaacciinngg  pphhoottooss::   
  

1. John Barry, Kevin MacCormick and Jon Houghton collecting Rhizostoma 
octopus  jellyfish at sea in Rosslare Harbour, County Wexford. 

 
2. Tom Doyle measuring a stranded compass jellyfish (Chrysaora hysoscella). 

This species is found in significant numbers in the southern Irish and Celtic 
Seas. 

 
3. Mass stranding of Rhizostoma jellyfish in Carmarthen Bay, South Wales. 
 
4. Tom Doyle collecting specimens of the stinging lion’s mane jellyfish (Cyanea 

capillata) stranded on a beach near Dublin. This species is responsible for a 
substantial number of injuries to bathers each year. 

 
5. Jon Houghton examining a large stranded Rhizostoma in Carmarthen Bay. 

These large, yet harmless jellyfish can form aggregations covering 100’s km2. 
 

6. Vincent Rooney, a volunteer from Julianstown (Co. Meath) and Jon Houghton 
surveying a beach for stranded lion’s mane jellyfish. 

 
7. Sarah Buckley, an undergraduate student from UCC, making observations of 

jellyfish from the Swansea-Cork Ferry. 
 

8. Tom Doyle, collecting jellyfish from near-shore waters close to Dublin. 
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BB  ((66))::   DDiissttrr iibbuutt iioonn  aanndd  AAbbuunnddaannccee  ooff   OOcceeaann  SSuunnff iisshh  ((MMoollaa  mmoollaa))   

 

 

SSuummmmaarryy:: Our knowledge of the ocean sunfish (Mola mola) is greatly lacking in 

British and Irish waters. Subsequently, this study provided baseline data on 

distribution and abundance within the Irish and Celtic Seas made during aerial 

surveys from June-October during 2003-2005. These data were considered in 

conjunction with concurrent observations of three potential jellyfish prey species 

found throughout the region; Rhizostoma octopus, Chrysaora hysoscella and Cyanea 

capillata. A total area of 7850 km2 was surveyed over the three years with an 

observed abundance of 68 sunfish giving a density of 0.98 indiv./100km2. Although 

modest, these findings highlight that the species is more common than once thought 

around Britain and Ireland and an order of magnitude greater than the other apex 

jellyfish predator found in the region, the leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea). 

Furthermore, the distribution of sunfish sightings was inconsistent with the extensive 

aggregations of Rhizostoma octopus found throughout the study area, suggesting 

this species may not constitute a principal prey item (as is the case for leatherback 

turtles) or more simply, that the aggregations were not encountered. On a broader 

scale, the modelled distributions of predator-prey co-occurrence (using data for all 

three jellyfish species) was less than the observed co-occurrence with the implication 

that neither jellyfish nor sunfish were randomly distributed but co-occurred more in 

the same areas than expected by chance. Finally, observed sunfish were typically 

small (~1m or less) and seen to either bask or actively swim at the surface supporting 

the previous assertion that the species is active in coastal temperate seas during 

summer months. 

 

FFuull ll   ddeettaaii llss  ggiivveenn  iinn  tthhee  ffooll lloowwiinngg  ppuubbll iiccaatt iioonn::  

 

Houghton, JDR, Doyle, TD, Davenport, J and Hays, GC (In press).  The ocean 

sunfish Mola mola: insights into distribution, abundance & behaviour in the Irish & 

Celtic Seas. Journal of the Marine Biological Association of the United Kingdom 
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CC  ((11))::   PPuubbll iicc  OOuuttrreeaacchh  ––  TTaallkkss  &&  WWoorrkksshhooppss  
 
 
 
SSuummmmaarryy:: Public participation was fundamental to the success of the Irish Sea 
Leatherback Turtle Project. Without the help of huge numbers of volunteers in both 
Ireland and Wales we would not have been able to make many of the scientific 
breakthroughs of the last three years. This close liaison between university 
researchers and members of the public, NGOs and National Park Authorities proved 
a great success, and moreover formed a very enjoyable part of the project. The 
principal aim of the talks and workshops was to raise awareness of endangered 
leatherback turtles in Irish and Welsh waters, and to establish a network of observers 
to help collect data on jellyfish standing events on a national scale. This proved to be 
a great success and resulted in the most extensive study of jellyfish throughout the 
Irish Sea conducted to date (see Doyle et al (in press) The broad scale distribution of 
five jellyfish species throughout a temperate coastal environment. Hydrobiologia). 
 
We are extremely indebted to all the volunteers who took part in the jellyfish surveys, 
who numbered well over 150 in total!  Participants came from each county in the 
INTERREG area with over 40 workshops conducted throughout. 
 
 
KKeeyy  ttoo  ffaacciinngg  pphhoottooggrraapphhss:: 
 
1. Jon Houghton with volunteers at a workshop carried out in conjunction with 

Snowdonia National Park.  
 
2. Training given during talks and workshops allowed interested volunteers to readily 

identify jellyfish species and take part in the nationwide (Ireland & Wales) survey 
to record stranding events. 

 
3. Plas Tan y Bwylch in Snowdonia National Park. One of the many sites throughout 

Wales and Ireland where talks and workshops were conducted. 
 
4. Logo of the National Waterfront Museum in Swansea where public information 

lectures on leatherback turtles and jellyfish where given during the early part of 
2006. 

 
5. Inside the National Waterfront Museum in Swansea. 
 
6. Logo of the Wildlife Trust. Volunteers from this UK based conservation 

organisation were fundamental to the success of the jellyfish stranding project 
particularly in the Carmarthen Bay and Pembrokeshire area. 

 
7. Tom Doyle running a workshop with the Sea Scouts in Dublin. Other talks to Sea 

Scout groups were given in Counties Wicklow and Waterford.  
 
8. Tom Doyle giving a public information lecture at Skerries Sailing Club (Dublin), 

and was organised in conjunction with An Taisce ‘Clean Coasts Project’, another 
EU INTERREG funded initiative.   
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CC  ((22))::   PPuubbll iicc  OOuuttrreeaacchh  ––  PPrr iinntt   WWoorrkksshhoopp  //  SScchhoooollss  LLiiaaiissoonn  
 
 
 
PPrroojjeecctt   11::   PPaarrtt iicc iippaatt iioonn  iinn  ‘‘SSHHEELLLLSSHHOOCCKK’’   PPrroojjeecctt :: ‘SHELLSHOCK’ was an ECA 
Project (Education through Conservation and Art) involving ten disadvantaged 
Primary schools from the Cork city area. It is a multidisciplinary project involving 
printmaking, geography, wildlife tours, fine art printmaking workshops, and 
conservation talks. The end product is an art exhibition where over 300 pupils display 
and sell their prints to raise money for charity. Each print was a visual representation 
of what the children learned about turtles and turtle conservation.  Over €3000 was 
raised form the sale of the prints which was donated to a small village in Sri Lanka to 
rebuild their village and reactivate their turtle conservation activities after the recent 
Tsunami. This project was organised by Cork Printmakers 
(http://www.corkprintmakers.ie) and Fota Wildlife Park (http://fotawildlife.ie), with Tom 
Doyle providing turtle information to artists and giving the opening speech on the 
night of the exhibition. Funding was provided by the Bridging the Gap Initiative at 
UCC (http://bridgingthegap.ucc.ie).  
 
 

���������	
����
��
 
 
PPrroojjeecctt   22::   SSccooii ll   NNaaoommhh  EErr iicc,,  CChhoorrccaa  DDhhuuiibbhhnnee  ((AAnn  GGhhaaeell ttaacchhtt  aarreeaa))::   Since the 
successful deployment of a satellite transmitter on a leatherback of the west coast of 
Ireland there has been an enormous interest expressed from schools the UK & 
Ireland. Scoil Naomh Eric (an Ghaeltacht or Irish speaking school) exemplifies this 
interest in the turtle. The school kids (numbering 55) weekly log on to our website 
(www.turtle.ie) to follow her progress. The principle Máirín Ní Laoithe regularly asks 
the pupils about the turtle and what country she is near. During classes the pupils 
learn about the countries that the turtle swims past. The pupils even had a piece 
about the turtle in their Christmas concert! The pupils of Scoil Naomh Eric christened 
the turtle ‘Cuas’ after the harbour she was released from. Tom Doyle and Jon 
Houghton visited the school to give a presentation on leatherbacks and jellyfish and 
provide the children with the latest information about their turtle. 
 
KKeeyy  ttoo  pphhoottooggrraapphhss  oonn  ffaacciinngg  ppaaggee::   
 
1, 3, 5 & 6: Prints produced during the SHELLSHOCK project. 
 
2 & 7: Opening night of the SHELLSHOCK Project at Tigh   Gallery in Cork City. 
 
4: Print workshop at Cork Printmakers. The SHELLSHOCK project significantly         
raised the profile of sea turtles around Ireland and the UK and we are extremely 
grateful to all concerned. 
     
8: Scoil Naomh Eric in Chorca Dhuibhne. 
 
9-11: Tom Doyle and Jon Houghton giving a presentation at Scoil Naomh Eric.  
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CC  ((33))::   PPuubbll iicc  OOuuttrreeaacchh  ––  TTrraacckkiinngg  TTuurr tt lleess  oonn  tthhee  IInntteerrnneett   
 
 
 
SSuummmmaarryy:: Since its launch in April 2004 our website has received nothing but 

praise. Michael Viney of The Irish Times newspaper said it was a ‘most attractive 

and informative website’ .  Most importantly for our project this website has 

revolutionised the way we interact with the public in two key ways. Firstly, it allowed 

us to maintain regular contact with our extensive volunteer network, whilst enabling 

the volunteers themselves to report their findings to us directly via the internet. It also 

provided a clear point of reference for interested parties wishing to follow up the any 

of the stories covered in by local and national media. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, perhaps the most outstanding success of the website was the 

overwhelming interest the site received since the satellite tracking programme started 

in September 2005. Since that time the website has received well in excess of 2 

million hits , and continues to attract regular visitors almost a year on! As a 

consequence, members of the general public are not simply informed of the turtle’s 

progress but also of the project itself and its principal funding body with clear links to 

EU and INTERREG IIIA websites.  



 33 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 34 

DD  ((11))::   PPrroommoott iinngg  IINNTTEERRRREEGG  IIIIIIAA  aanndd  tthhee  PPrroojjeecctt   
 
 
 
((11))  NNeewwssppaappeerrss  aanndd  MMaaggaazziinneess  
  
SSuummmmaarryy:: The Irish Sea Leatherback Turtle Project has generated an enormous 
amount of publicity over the past three years. The continued interest from the media 
has alerted the general public to the presence of leatherback turtles in British and 
Irish waters and the opportunities provided by the INTERREG IIIA.  This has been 
achieved on both a local (e.g. south Wales Evening Post, the Kerryman) and national 
scale through substantial articles in a range of quality broadsheet newspapers.  
 
At the end of the grant, interest from the media shows no signs of slowing down with 
articles published during May 2006 in the Daily Telegraph, Sunday Tribune and 
South Wales Evening Post.  
 
AArr tt iicc lleess  rreellaatt iinngg  ttoo  tthhee  IIrr iisshh  SSeeaa  LLeeaatthheerrbbaacckk  TTuurrtt llee  PPrroojjeecctt   aarree  aass  ffooll lloowwss::   
  

·  Summer 2004: Marine Conservation Society Magazine 
·  July 16th 2003: The Wicklow People 
·  July 8th 2004: The Star 
·  July 24th 2004: The Irish Times 
·  24th August 2004: The Guardian 
·  24th August 2004: South Wales Evening Post 
·  24th August 2004: The Times 
·  September 2004: BBC Wildlife Magazine 
·  March 2005: Natur Cymru Magazine 
·  July 2005: Annual Graduate Newsletter & Report (UCC) 
·  August 7th 2005: The Sunday Tribune 
·  September 9th 2005: The Irish Examiner 
·  September 9th 2005: The Irish Times 
·  September 11th 2005: Neue Zürcher Zeitung am Sonntag (Swiss newspaper) 
·  October 2005: The Marine Times 
·  October 31st 2005: The Irish Independent 
·  October 31st 2005: The Irish Examiner 
·  November 15th 2005: The Irish Times 
·  November 17th 2005: The Irish Times 
·  November 20th 2005: The Sunday Independent 
·  December 8th 2005: The Irish Examiner 
·  December 9th 2005: The Irish Times 
·  December 15th 2005: The Guardian 
·  December 15th 2005: The Kerryman 
·  Winter 2005: Irish Whale & Dolphin Group 
·  March 2006: UCC News 
·  May 2nd 2006: The Daily Telegraph 
·  Feb 2006: Woman’s way 
·  May 2006: South Wales Evening Post 
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DD  ((22))::   PPrroommoott iinngg  IINNTTEERRRREEGG  IIIIIIAA  aanndd  tthhee  PPrroojjeecctt   
 
 
 
((22))  TTeelleevviissiioonn  aanndd  RRaaddiioo  
  
SSuummmmaarryy::   As with the printed press, the work of the team attracted incredible 
interest from television and radio stations both in the UK and Ireland. This allowed us 
to bring our work, and the role of the EU in funding such initiatives, to a broad 
audience which captured the public imagination to such an extent we could not have 
envisaged at the start of the grant. 
 
However, of all the interviews given during the past three years (2003-2006), perhaps 
the most successful of all was the feature on leatherback turtles in the Irish Sea that 
formed part of the BBC’s very popular ‘Coast’ series. The interest generated through 
this feature has enables us to continue our liaison with the BBC Natural History Unit, 
culminating in a 2 month project on the Dingle Peninsula during summer 2006. 
 
TTVV  aappppeeaarraanncceess::   
 

·  July 2004: HTV Wales News 
·  23rd August: BBC Wales News 
·  July 31st 2005: BBC2’s new Coast series 
·  September 2005: RTE 9 o’clock news 
·  September 2005: TG4 Nuacht (News: Irish speaking channel) 
·  September 2005: Sky TV Ireland News 
·  December 24th 2005: BBC2 Coast 
·  Summer 2006: Filming with BBC Natural History Unit in Dingle Peninsula  

 
RRaaddiioo  IInntteerrvviieewwss::   
 

·  July 26th 2003: BBC Wales Breakfast Show & Radio Cymru 
·  June 4th 2004: South East Radio (Alan McGuire Show) 
·  June 18th 2004: South East Radio (Alan McGuire Show) 
·  July 3rd 2004: RTE1 (Dick Warner/Mooney Goes Wild) 
·  August 23rd 2004: BBC Radio 4: Today Programme with John Humphreys 
·  July 2005: 2FM (Marty Whelan Morning Show) 
·  December 11th 2005: RTE1 (Mooney Goes Wild Show) 
·  December 12th 2005: Kerry Radio 
·  December 31st 2005: RTE1 (Seascapes) 
·  January 15th 2006: Radio FM104 (Mike Hogan Show) 
·  January 26th 2006: RTE1 (Pat Kenny Show) 
·  April 28th 2006: RTE1 (The Gerry Ryan Show) 

 
CCoommpplleemmeennttaarryy  iinntteerrnneett  aarrtt iicc lleess::   
 

·  26 July 2003: BBC News / Wales 
·  23rd August 2004 BBC News 
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EE  ((11))::   WWoorrkkiinngg  wwii tthh  GGoovveerrnnmmeenntt   aanndd  AAddvviissoorryy  BBooddiieess  
 
 
 
SSuummmmaarryy:: ���	�������� 	��	��
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11..  UUnnii tteedd  NNaatt iioonnss  CCoonnvveenntt iioonn  oonn  MMiiggrraattoorryy  SSppeecciieess  ((CCMMSS))  
((hhtt ttpp:: ////wwwwww..ccmmss..iinntt))::   Jon Houghton as a representative of Prof. 
Graeme Hays was invited to speak at the 25th anniversary of the CMS 
in Berlin in 2004. The interaction of migratory leatherback turtles with 
pelagic long-line fisheries was discussed, with recommendations 
made as to possible ways of alleviating this serious problem. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
22..  TTuurrtt llee  IImmpplleemmeennttaatt iioonn  GGrroouupp  ((TTIIGG))  ((UUKK))::   University College Cork and the 
University of Wales Swansea are members of the TIG which is a body set up to 
consider the UK’s political obligation to the conservation of sea turtles in British 
coastal waters. Full recommendations and findings will be presented to the TIG at the 
next meeting later in 2006. 
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33..  NNaatt iioonnaall   PPaarrkkss  aanndd  WWii llddll ii ffee  SSeerrvviiccee  ((NNPPWWSS))  ((IIrreellaanndd))  ((hhtt ttpp:: ////wwwwww..nnppwwss..iiee))::   
The National Parks & Wildlife Service (NPWS), part of the Department of the 
Environment, Heritage & Local Government (DEHLG), manages the Irish State's 
nature conservation responsibilities under National and European law. NPWS is 
charged with the conservation of a range of ecosystems and populations of flora and 
fauna in Ireland. A particular responsibility of NPWS is the designation and protection 
of Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and 
Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs). Consultation with interested parties is an integral 
element of the designation process. NPWS is also responsible for: (1) the 
implementation of both domestic  (e.g. Wildlife Acts 1976-2000) & international (e.g. 
EU Habitats & Birds Directives) legislation. (2) The management & development of 
National Parks & Nature Reserves. (3) Overseeing licensing under the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) & the Wildlife Acts 1976-
2000.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In 2003, NPWS and the INTERREG Irish Sea Leatherback Turtle Project produced a 
Turtle Postcard for dissemination to fishermen throughout the coastal regions of 
Ireland.  The postcard provided an opportunity to initiate dialogue with fishermen 
(who are the principal persons who see leatherback turtles) and a method to report a 
leatherback turtle sighting to a centralised database. This postcard helps Ireland 
meet its EU obligations of the Habitats Directive.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
  
  
  
 
44..  CCoouunnttrryyssiiddee  CCoouunnccii ll   ffoorr  WWaalleess  ((CCCCWW))  ((hhtt ttpp:: ////wwwwww..ccccww..ggoovv..uukk))::   CCW have 
been a great supporter of our research over the past 3 years. This culminated in a 
generous grant from the Species Challenge Fund to investigate the foraging ecology 
of leatherback turtles in Carmarthen and Tremadoc Bays. A full report has been 
submitted to CCW, and further recommendations will be made during a final meeting. 
For details please contact Jonathan Houghton (j.d.r.houghton@swansea.ac.uk) at 
UWS or CCW directly. 
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FF  ((11))::   FFiinnaall   CCoommmmeenntt   ––  WWhheerree  nneexxtt   ffoorr   tthhee  ccooll llaabboorraatt iioonn??  
 
 
 
 

The Irish Sea Leatherback Turtle Project was established in 2003 as part of the 

INTERREG IIIA initiative of the European Regional Development Fund. The principal 

aim of the initiative is to foster strong and lasting links between different nations in 

areas that may not have been possible through more traditional funding avenues. In 

this respect, the collaboration between the University College Cork (UCC) and 

University of Wales Swansea (UWS) has been an unparalleled success at every 

level ranging from genuine friendships between collaborators, a wealth of media 

interest and public outreach in both countries (Ireland and the UK), and publication in 

some of the most prestigious scientific journals in the world.   

 

As to where we go next, our priority is simply to keep the team together. It has taken 

three years to build up a partnership that really works and it would be a genuine 

shame to see all our efforts fade away. There is still so much we could achieve and 

our combination of ambition, location, proximity to target species and international 

expertise, places us in a perfect position. In everyway the Irish Sea Leatherback 

Turtle project was a truly European Project with equal benefit to partner states. We 

hope very much that this report gives some insight into our aims and achievements 

over the past three years, and more importantly serves to spark further interest in 

European cross-border collaborations. 
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FF  ((22))::   AAcckknnoowwlleeddggeemmeennttss    
 
 
Major funding was provided by INTERREG IIIA (European Regional Development 
Fund). This fostered strong and lasting links between researchers from different 
nations in areas that would not have been possible through more traditional funding 
avenues. For this opportunity we are extremely grateful. 
 
Additional funding was provided the Countryside Council for Wales Species 
Challenge Fund and the Marine Conservation Society (please contact Jon Houghton 
j.d.r.houghton@swansea.ac.uk for more details) and National Parks & Wildlife 
Service (Ireland) for development of the turtle postcard. Again, we are grateful for the 
generous assistance and vote of confidence in our collaboration. 
 
Sincere thanks to all who participated in the beach / jellyfish surveys especially David 
Jones, Vincent, Sean and Christina Rooney, Jim and Rose Hurley, Kevin 
McCormick, Eithne Lee, Maria Doyle, Kate Williamson and the staff at Snowdonia 
National Park, Irena Kruszona and members of the South Pembrokeshire Wildlife 
Trust, Vernon Jones, Tom Felche and Steve Hartley from New Quay Marine Wildife 
Centre, Becky Groves from Conwy County Council. This list is far from complete as 
so many people offered there time and help over the past three years. Please accept 
our apologies if your name does not appear as your efforts were genuinely 
appreciated.  
 
For the aerial surveys we would like to thank Gwyndaff and the staff at Havefordwest 
Air Charters, all at staff Ravenair, Andrew Myers, Jack James, Tristan Bantock, 
Sarah Buckley, Adrian Bass, Adam Cooper, Rhian Jenkins, Tom Stringell and Dewi 
from CCW. For the SHELLSHOCK schools programme we would like to thank Irene 
Fitzgerald from Cork Printmakers for inviting us to participate in some small way.  
 
For advice on policy, marine conservation and monitoring marine vertebrates in 
general we are extremely grateful to Tom Stringell from CCW.  
 
For compiling the TURTLE database we thank Rod Penrose and Chris Pierpoint of 
Marine Environmental Monitoring who got the ball rolling in the first place. We 
acknowledge the great work carried out by Gabriel King who collated hundreds of 
turtle records during the past 30 years. We greatly appreciated the Irish Whale & 
Dolphin Group’s observer network that provided almost real-time sightings of 
leatherbacks during the course of the project.  
 
Lastly, we would like to thank Pádraig Frank O’Súilleabháin for his help and 
friendship. Without Pádraig we would not have satellite tagged a leatherback sea 
turtle off the south west coast of Ireland! A large thank you is also due to Mara Beo 
Oceanworld Aquarium (especially Kevin Flannery, TJ Scanlon and Mike Lynch) who 
greatly assisted in tagging our turtle and provided many of the tools necessary to do 
the job. Lastly we must thank all the salmon fishermen and people of Chorca 
Dhuibhne (especially Sean O'Conchuir and the O’Súilleabháin family) who welcomed 
us into their community and assisted us during the last three years.  
 
 


