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2. Message from National Co-ordinator 
 

There are a lot of challenges facing us in relation to the marine with a large 

number of stresses in the environment such as pollution, overfishing and PH 

changes and temperature increases. As divers and as people we are all 

concerned about the environmental crisis facing us with species coming under 

threat on a global level. From a marine perspective we don't know how many 

local species are under threat of extinction. 

  

The number of threats facing us can sometimes make us feel that there is 

nothing we can do to counter these. However admitting defeat now would 

mean surrounding our oceans to a disastrous future. 

 

I think at a personal we all need to do is to is examine our behaviour to try to 

reduce our impact on the environment by changing our habits. 

 

But more importantly for a program like Seasearch I think we must all try to do 

something to have an impact before it’s too late.  Seasearch as a program will 

continue to offer marine training for divers, encourage recording and provide 

support to ongoing research programs. 

 

So what you can do is to help  document the current status by recording in as 

much detail as possible in as many dives sites as possible so that we can start 

from a position of knowledge when lobbying for Marine conservation and no 

take zones where possible. 

 

Tony O’Callaghan 

National Co-ordinator Seasearch Ireland 

 

  



 

 

Seasearch Ireland 2009-2019 
Celebrating 10 years of recording 

  

Figure 2 Drawing by Kate Schoenrock 



 
 

3. Executive Summary 
 

2019 sees Seasearch Ireland celebrating 10 years of marine recording. In 2018 Seasearch ran an 

algae specialist workshop, a general identification specialist course, 2 Observer courses and 1 Adopt 

a Site workshops. In 2018 74 Seasearch forms were submitted from 62 sites by 17 recorders broken 

down into 48 Observer and 26 Surveyor forms. The National Marine Monitoring Scheme received 64 

forms from 10 sites contributing 1963 records of 216 distinct species.  

The 2018 figures increase the number of species records collected by Seasearch recorders above 

56,000 and make it the 17th largest publicly available biodiversity dataset in Ireland. This is a 

testament to the hard work of all those who’ve contributed to Seasearch activities in Ireland in the 

last ten years. 

 

 

4. Seasearch Ireland mission statement 
 

Seasearch Ireland is a citizen science initiative to encourage divers to document details of species 

seen during marine dives to help build the knowledge base on the distribution of marine species in 

Ireland’s in-shore waters. It has been established since 2009 under the auspices of the Irish 

Underwater Council (IUC) though marine recording has been promoted and courses run since 2003, 

under the auspices of Seasearch Northern Ireland. The objective of Seasearch Ireland is to build 

capacity within the network of divers to collect data on marine biology, as a contribution to better 

understanding our marine environment and how it is responding to changing environmental 

conditions. Since 2003 Seasearch Ireland and Seasearch NI have demonstrated that there is capacity 

within the diving community to generate valuable, high quality citizen science data on marine 

species distribution in Ireland’s marine waters. This initiative has delivered survey information from 

1,196 sites around the Irish coast. This comprises a total of 53,231 species observations of 1,183 

species. Seasearch Ireland operates an open-data policy, so these data have been provided to the 

National Biodiversity Data Centre and are freely available on the Data Centre’s mapping portal, 

Biodiversity Maps (www. maps.biodiversityireland.ie). 

 

Going forward the objective is to increase the capacity within the diver community in Ireland to 

deliver a more ambitious citizen science initiative to improve both the quantitative and qualitative 

information generated by training more people and by providing more specialist courses to improve 

the depth of knowledge. This will be done by encouraging existing recorders through the provision 

of specialist training, by introducing new schemes to encourage recorders to take ownership of their 

local biodiversity (e.g. the National Marine Monitoring Scheme) and to encourage casual recording 

of marine species.  



5. Calendar 2019 

 

March  

3 Dive Ireland 2019 

 

April 

20 Shore dive, Connemara 

 

May  

11 Sponge workshop, Galway Atlantaquarium 

17/18/19 Elasmobranch weekend, Galway Atlantaquarium 

25/26 Observer Course Kerry, Waterville, Co Kerry 

 

June 

8 Nudibranch workshop, Scuba Dive West, Co Galway 

10 – 15 Nudibranch safari, Leenane, Co Galway 

 

July 

20/21 Bantry dives, Bantry Bay, Co Cork 



6. National Marine Monitoring Scheme Overview  
 

2018 was another successful year for the National Marine Monitoring Scheme (Adopt a Site) as we 

received 62 forms from 9 sites contributing 1807 records of 199 distinct species. Though the 

numbers were significantly down on 2017 (100 forms), poor visibility on the east coast, a number of 

sites dropping out of the scheme for the year and family commitments on the west coast explain the 

majority of the drop and it’s hoped that we’ll see an upward trend again in 2019.  

Drop in recording aside there was still a significant recording effort in 2018 with NMMS divers 

spending over 51 hours in the water recording at 9 separate sites. This scheme continues to 

demonstrate the capacity to increase recording among clubs and individuals as an introduction to 

the wider Seasearch program and its hoped that new recruits in 2019 will allow us to further expand 

the geographic range of this project. 

 

Figure 3Cumulative dive time for all NMMS sites 2018 

 

Figure 4 Cumulative species counts for all NMMS sites 2018 

  



7. Adopt a Site workshop Donegal 
 

 

Figure 5Diver examining an eel grass (Zostera marina) bed 

July 2018 saw us decamp to Donegal for an Adopt a Site workshop with a view to St. John’s Point and 

Cassan Sound becoming the newest sites in the National Marine Monitoring Scheme (and giving 

Rory and Tony the chance to dive St. John’s Point). Donegal Sub Aqua Club kindly hosted in their club 

house and there were representatives from a number of clubs in the Donegal area. After a 

productive classroom session, we decamped to Cassan Sound to test people’s newly found 

identification skills and where 47 species were recorded on the inaugural National Marine 

Monitoring Scheme survey, including a wrinkled crab (Liocarcinus corrugatus), a tadpole fish 

(Raniceps raninus) and a healthy looking eel grass bed. Thanks to Edward Lynch and Sean Staunton 

for organising and to Donegal SAC for taking us along on their Sunday dives.  

 

Figure 6 Compass jellyfish (Chrysaora hysoscella) 



8. Observer courses 
 

2018 saw two Observer courses held, one in Dundalk in 12/13th of May and our first midweek 

Observer course in Dublin 21 & 23 August. 

Dundalk 

 

Figure 7 Divers from Dundalk SAC  

The Dundalk SAC as always were perfect hosts for this course in their Club house, the classroom 

material was delivered on the Saturday to a very attentive bunch of students. Sunday we adjourned 

to Greenore for some diving in Carlingford Lough where we did our first dive on Buoy #9 which is a 

lovely rocky reef dive with an interesting mix of species like this beautiful Sunstar. Back to shore with 

lots of form filling over lunch in Sunshine. With the tide dropping and winds picking up a 2nd dive 

near the Holly Hunter meant an interesting dive over broken rocks. 



Dublin 

 

Figure 8 Participants gearing up for a dive at Lady's Well as part of Dublin Observer course 

 

As part of Heritage week 2018, at the invitation of UCD SAC and organised by Áine Purcell-Milton, 

Rory ran our first midweek Observer course. Run over the Tuesday and Thursday nights the new 

format seemed to work quite well, allowing material to be digested at a reduced pace and the gap 

between the Tuesday and Thursday sessions allowed people to come up with questions and queries. 

Saturday saw the two initial qualifying dives at Sandycove and the adjacent Lady’s Well where, 

despite the dreadful visibility, a large number of species were recorded including stickleback 

(Spinachia spinachia), the orange club sea squirt (Aplidium punctum) and Lissoclinum perforatum. 

 

 

Figure 9 Stickleback (Spinachia spinachia) Photo credit Phil Wilkinson 



9. New books 
2019 saw the much-anticipated release of two new Seasearch identification books, the second 

edition general identification guide “The Diver’s Guide to Marine Life of Britain and Ireland” and the 

“Sea Squirts and Sponges of Britain and Ireland”.  

 

The Diver’s Guide to Marine Life of Britain and Ireland by 

Chris Wood 

 

A greatly expanded version of the original book the new 

edition covers over 270 species with useful information on 

habitat, size, depth range and distribution. As well as 

possible confusion species the species guides also contain a 

handy ‘confidence guide’ to identify which species you can 

be confident of your identification and which may require 

confirmation from an expert or more detailed examination. 

A most have for any budding recorder this book can be 

purchased online through the Marine Conservation Society 

shop.  

 

 

 

Sea Squirts and Sponges of Britain and Ireland by Sarah 

Bowen , Clare Goodwin, David Kipling and Bernard Picton 

 

Sea squirts and sponges are two of the groups most often 

overlooked by divers while recording (seaweeds is the other 

one). Partially this is due to the difficulty in identifying species 

in the field but also the lack of a reliable photoidentification 

guide to the groups. Well hat problem has been solved with 

this wonderful  new book containing species profiles on over 

100 species of sponge and squirts found in British and Irish 

waters. While challenges remain in identifying to species in 

the field remain this book is a great way to quickly learn 

which ones you can, and more importantly the ones you can’t 

identify with confidence.  

 

  



10. Belmullet 
 

September 2018 saw a group of recorders decamp to Belmullet, Co. Mayo, for a joint recording trip, 

with the Porcupine Natural History Society and the Conchological Society of Great Britain and 

Ireland, organised by Julia Nunn. Belmullet was selected as there were no previous SeaSearch 

records for the area. Indeed, there was a curious gap in the distribution of the shore crab (Carcinus 

maenas), with no record in the National Biodiversity Data Centre database for the southern tip of 

Blacksod Bay. This oversight was quickly corrected as Porcupine and Conchological Society members 

recorded extensively within the intertidal on a number of beaches, while the SeaSearchers took to 

the waters, with a large number of records collected by both groups. While the records are still 

being digitised, some distinctive but under-recorded species were seen, including four species of 

Liocarcinus (L. corrugatus, L. depurator, L. marmoreus, and L. navigator); a first SeaSearch Ireland 

record of Pisa tetraodon and an abundance of pipefish (Entelurus aequoreus and Syngnathus acus). 

A report detailing the findings of both the intertidal work and the sublittoral will be prepared and 

available later in the year. 

 

11. Lough Hyne 
 

Thanks to Dr Schoenrock’s generosity and organisational skills there were a number of opportunities 

in 2018 for Seasearch divers to dive in Lough Hyne, Co Cork and record the marine life at this iconic 

and well studies site. Too many species were recorded over 10 Surveyor forms across the year to 

detail them all here but we now have a growing set of surveyors forms from the same sites across 

the seasons so it will be interesting to review them as they build up. 

 

Figure 10 Happy divers at Lough Hyne 

  



12. Kelp 
 

Kelp Forest Ecology is not well understood in Ireland, but projects have recently been funded to 

elucidate the mechanics of productivity, diversity (bio- and genetic), and distribution of these 

habitats (historical to present day). Recent findings, obtained with the help of Seasearch Ireland, are 

highlighted below.  

Biodiversity 

BPS student Aisha O’Connor did a preliminary description of the genetic diversity and connectivity of 

kelp forests in Ireland in collaboration with Dr. Stacy Krueger-Hadfield, University of Alabama at 

Birmingham. This is an important preliminary study that will be the basis for future EPA-Ireland 

research on the resilience of these kelp forests via genetic diversity as well as ability to repopulate a 

habitat. Kelp forests are increasingly threatened by ocean warming and increase frequency of storms 

which have the potential to decimate populations and restrict their distribution ranges poleward. 

Further, non-native species are moving north from southern Europe including a congeneric kelp 

species Laminaria ochroleuca (the golden kelp). During a collection trip with Seasearch Ireland, a 

small population of Laminaria ochroleuca was found in Bellmullet, Co. Mayo. With collaborator Dr. 

Krueger-Hadfield, we have written a report on morphological and genetic ID of the species, as well 

as the genetic (allelic) diversity of this small, remote population. We hope future investigations will 

be funded through small grants to search for small L. ochroleuca populations along the coastline of 

Ireland. 

 

 



To investigate biodiversity, field surveys are used across season, habitat type, and site to determine 

whether kelp forests house unique biological communities throughout the year. When compared to 

maerl beds, Serpulid worm reefs, sediment, and bed rock habitats kelp forest house biological 

assemblages that have high species diversity and evenness. What makes them distinct are the 

abundance of echinoderms (not devastating urchin populations) and ascidians that live within and 

on the kelp itself. Summer arrival of pollock, juvenile cods, and crustacean populations was observed 

as well, which are important to commercial fisheries. We have determined that there are specific 

patterns in recruitment to subtidal habitats depending of site and season, summer and spring 

bringing the most individuals to habitats. Lastly, succession patterns in the subtidal with ‘native’ and 

‘non-native’ (concrete) substrata indicate that communities can recover after approximately 3 

months (native) but may take over a year to establish themselves when a biofilm is not present (non-

native). This corroborates productivity data indicating ‘microalgal stage’ banks in biofilm 

communities under kelp canopies. 

Productivity 

The concentrations of primary metabolites laminarin and mannitol in kelp blades across age groups, 

seasons, and location (a range of sites) were quantified and show seasonal and regional fluctuations 

along with pigments used in photosynthesis and photo-protection. Soon total protein and fatty acid 

concentrations will be quantified at the Oregon Institute of Marine Biology, in a collaboration with 

Dr. Julie Schram, Galloway Lab. 

 

Production of primary metabolites is an important aspect of productivity, but field-based 

measurements growth rate, biomass, and population dynamics were also used to target primary 

productivity. Growth measurements indicate highest linear extension rates in blades during 

February-March (~1 cm d-1), tailing off to very low rates throughout the rest of summer. The 

previous year’s blade is generally lost in April-May naturally or through storm action. Data suggest 

that populations along the coast of Ireland are very dense, self-regenerating habitats with the 

highest biomass occurs at shallow depths (2-3 m) but seasonal fluctuations with peak productivity in 

Summer. Lastly, older populations had fewer individuals indicating self-thinning interactions in 

communities, and when large individuals were removed through storms, juvenile kelps regenerated 

quickly indicating a ‘microalga stage’ bank in biofilms under these canopies. 

 

Kelp forest monitoring 

Overall, we still have a lot to learn about Irish kelp forest ecology, but we hope to continue this 

research and habitat monitoring to capture important intra- and inter-annual patterns. With the 

assistance of Seasearch Ireland we hope to create a monitoring network that piques the interest of 

Seasearch volunteers across Ireland. This will begin as a kelp forest site report and can be expanded 

to kelp forest adopt-a-site with specific reporting forms that enable us to track ecosystem health and 

productivity over the years. Email SeasearchIreland@gmail.com or visit www.kateschoenrock.com.  

 

Dr. Kathryn Schoenrock 

Kathryn.schoenrock@nuigalway.ie 

  

mailto:SeasearchIreland@gmail.com


13. Coming up in 2019 
 
Sponge identification workshop 
On May 11 Dr. Maria Vittoria Marra of NUI Galway will be delivering a sponge workshop at the 

Galway Atlantaquarium. This one-day course will cover morphology, groups and features, 

identification and examination of spicules of sponge species found in Irish waters. The Phylum 

Porifera is an often-overlooked group by divers but the opportunity to receive expert training and 

with the new sponge id book a whole new world of recording can be opened up to diligent 

recorders. This course is aimed at intermediate to advanced recorders and costs €50. 

Sponge identification pilot project 

We are in the envious position in 2019 to piggyback on Dr Marra’s expertise and research at NUIG to 

launch a pilot project on sponge identification in Irish waters. We will be recruiting participants at 

the sponge identification workshop in May and participants will be collecting photographs and 

samples of sponges at their local dive site to send for identification in NUIG.  

Nudibranch workshop & safari 

Nudibranch course 

Dr Bernard Picton, the man who literally wrote (well co-wrote) the book on nudibranchs in Britain 

and Ireland will be hosting a 1-day workshop on 8 June 2019 in Scuba Dive West. This one day 

classroom session will cover the identification of these charismatic molluscs and equip you with the 

knowledge you need to identify some of the more common and easily identifiable species in the field 

and how to identify the less common or difficult to identify species from the safety of your desk. 

We’re extremely lucky to have such a distinguished expert presenting a course on this key group of 

marine molluscs and it is an opportunity not to be missed. 

Nudibranch safari 

Following on from the Nudibranch workshop on the 8 the following week 10-15 Seasearch Ireland 

are hosting a residential diving week in Connemara, Co Galway. Based out of a cottage near 

Lennane, participants will undertake 2 boat dives a day with Scuba Dive West at a number of sites. 

Opportunities to collect samples for later identification and further examination using field 

microscopes will be available each evening. Residential diving courses, such as this are an excellent 

opportunity to network with fellow recorders and hone your identification skills in a friendly and 

collegial atmosphere. 

 

 



 

Figure 11 Lamica clavigera Photo credit Aisling O'Donnell 


