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1. Summary

A survey of marine turtles in Northern Irish waters was carried out between 
April and August 2006. Over this five-month period every port, harbour, jetty 
and marina on the Northern Irish coast from Carlingford Lough, Co. Down to 
Lough Foyle, Co Derry was visited. During this study 65 new turtle records 
(including 2 dead strandings) of at least two species (one stranded turtle was 
reported as almost certainly a loggerhead) were recorded of which 24 (37%) 
were from Northern Ireland, 19 (29%) from the Republic of Ireland and 22 
(34%) from Scotland, Wales and England (including the Isle of Man and the 
Scilly Isles). Most records were obtained from fishers, both retired and active. 

Prior to this survey there were only twelve records from Northern Ireland thus 
the total number of records in the Northern Ireland Marine Turtle database is 
now 36, including two records of dead strandings and three either observed 
or recovered dead at sea. Most records are of definite Leathery turtles (73%) 
with a further two most probably Leathery turtles making nearly 80% of all 
records of this species. The only other definite species recorded in Northern 
Ireland is the Loggerhead turtle. Records are well distributed throughout 
the coastal waters of Northern Ireland with clusters off Portrush, Co Antrim 
and Strangford Lough, Co Down. All but two records are within NI territorial 
waters. Most records are from August with 78% of records between July 
and September. Little is known about migration routes (if any) of Leathery 
turtles around the UK and Ireland. Leathery turtles appear to converge off 
Malin Head and Inishtrahull, Co Donegal and one might expect that higher 
numbers would continue in an easterly direction following the Antrim 
coastline. The scarcity of records for Antrim waters could suggest that the 
majority of Leathery turtles turn westwards at North Co Donegal or swim 
north on the strong flood tide easterly to pass closer to the Scottish islands.

It is recommended that the UK Turtle Code, together with the shortened 
laminated version be disseminated to the marine community in Northern 
Ireland. Records of marine turtles, both alive and dead, should be collected 
and added to this Northern Ireland Marine Turtle database. When possible 
post-mortem examination of dead turtles should be carried out to determine 
the cause of death and other lesions, including genetic samples which could 
be used to identify breeding sites.

2.  Introduction

Of the seven species of marine turtle in the world, five have been recorded in
European Atlantic waters (Brongersma 1972; Langton et al. 1996). Historically, 
their occurrence would have been considered as rare or unusual which 
indicated that they had strayed out of their “normal” home range, as 
most people still associate marine turtles with tropical and sub-tropical 
environments. However, in recent years a number of reviews have shown that 
marine turtles, especially the Leathery turtle or Luth (Dermochelys coriacea), 
regularly occur during the summer months in British and Irish coastal waters 
(Langton et al. 1996, Penrose 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, Penrose and Gander 
2006, King 2005).

Despite these recent reviews, there were still few records of marine turtles 
in Northern Irish waters. The first published record was from Stendall (1945) 
who described a loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta) that was observed 
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swimming in the River Bann in Co Derry by Captain B.F. McCorkell. This was 
the only record for Northern Ireland listed in the extensive turtle reviews 
by O’Riordan (1972) and Brongersma (1972). No additional records from 
Northern Ireland were reported by King (1984), however, King (2005) listed 
seven records from Northern Ireland (five live and two dead sightings at sea).

Although there were eight  records  of  marine  turtles  in  Northern  Irish  
waters  prior to the present study, the Centre of Environmental Data and 
Recording (CEDaR) at the Ulster Museum listed only one leathery turtle 
record on their database. Thus there was a huge gap in the knowledge of 
marine turtles in waters around Northern Ireland and dissemination of the 
existing information was also poor.

Legislation
All marine turtles recorded in the UK and Ireland are entitled to a range 
of legal protection. They are listed on Appendix I of the Convention on 
the International Trade in Endangered Species of Flora and Fauna (CITES), 
Appendices I and II of the Bonn Convention and Appendix II of the Bern 
Convention. All species are listed on Annex IV of the EU Habitats Directive 
with the loggerhead turtle also listed as a priority species on Annex II. Marine 
turtles are listed as both Species of Conservation Concern (SoCC) and Priority 
Species in the Northern Ireland Biodiversity Strategy and are collectively 
listed in a Grouped Species Action Plan within the UK Biodiversity Action 
Plan. 

Present study 
This present study was undertaken as part of a wider project on the 
occurrence of marine turtles in UK and Irish waters that began in 1983 (King 
1984, 2005). In August 2005 over 800 previously unrecorded turtle records for 
Ireland (Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland) that had been collected 
mostly between 1984 and 1995 were privately published (King 2005) but 
only seven of these records were from Northern Ireland. It has always been 
assumed that the limited number of records was due to under recording 
rather than reflecting their true distribution. Additional survey work was 
required in Northern Ireland in an attempt to collect additional turtle records. 

This survey is consistent with requirements laid out in the UK Biodiversity 
Action Plan for turtles namely:

“Encourage and support projects which add to knowledge and understanding of 
the biology of turtles and the threats they face, when in UK waters”
(ACTION: CCW, EHS, EN, JNCC, NERC, SNH), and;

“Encourage the submission of old and new records of living, entangled or dead 
stranded turtles through appropriate publications and the media.“
(ACTION: CCW, EHS, EN, JNCC, NHM, SNH)

The results of the survey presented here are part of an All-Ireland review 
of  marine turtle records and those from Northern Ireland cannot be fully 
analysed in isolation from the vast body of data for the south of Ireland. Here 
we present a summary analysis of the records from Northern Ireland. A full 
analysis will be carried out as part of an All-Ireland review to be published in 
the Irish Naturalists’ Journal.
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3. Data collection

This present study began in April 2006 and was completed by the end of 
August 2006. Actual fieldwork amounted to 50 days, which always included 
weekends to ensure maximum exposure to the recreational seafaring 
community. 

Over this five-month period every port, harbour, jetty and marina on the 
Northern Irish coast from Carlingford Lough, Co Down to Lough Foyle, Co 
Derry were visited. The principal fishing ports of Ardglass, Kilkeel and 
Portavogie were visited on five or six different days over the course of the 
study thus ensuring wide exposure to as many people as possible.

The method of investigation applied was random questioning of groups and 
individuals who were perceived to be potential sources of information. These 
included fishermen, those employed in fishing-related industries, yachtsmen 
and women, MCA Coastguards and RNLI personnel, boatmen, sea-anglers, 
divers, birdwatchers, ex lighthouse keepers, serving lighthouse staff and 
Police Service Northern Ireland Marine Corps personnel. Dozens of referrals 
were acquired which were followed up either in person or by telephone. Past 
experience showed the value of talking with retired fishermen and other 
older members of seafaring communities and such people were always 
sought out and visited over the course of this study. 

Validation of records
Whereas in the past many seafarers were unfamiliar with the common names 
of turtles, the present study showed that most informants, and indeed most 
other people who were solicited for information, had some knowledge of 
the Leathery turtle, Luth or Leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea). This no 
doubt reflects the increased interest in marine turtles in the media over the 
last few years. 

In all cases a description and size of the turtle was requested. In cases that 
involved Leathery turtles, most informants on seeing the turtle for the first 
time thought that it was an upturned boat, dinghy, punt etc, and when 
possible most altered the course of their boat to investigate. The colour of 
Leathery turtles varies from black to green depending on the light and sea 
conditions. The informant was then shown an illustration and/or photograph 
(Appendix I), which usually confirmed its identity. When the distinction 
between Leathery turtles and the hard-shelled turtles (Cheloniidae) could not 
be established with any certainty the record shows species indeterminate. 
With regards to the records in this category, although it can be difficult 
to make an accurate identification of a turtle from a distance at sea (even 
between Leathery turtles and the Cheloniids), there is seldom any doubt 
that the creature was indeed a turtle. The following codes were used in the 
database (from King 2005):

De - Leathery turtle (Dermochelys coriacea)
Ca - Loggerhead (Caretta caretta)
Le - Kemps Ridley (Lepidochelys kempii)
Ude - Unidentified but most probably Leathery turtle
Uch - Unidentified Cheloniid
Uni - Unidentified turtle
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Additional turtle records
In order to populate the Northern Ireland Marine Turtle database a search 
for records from Northern Ireland from a number of sources was carried out. 
These included published records from the Irish Naturalists’ Journal, Marine 
Environmental Monitoring database and from the Irish Whale and Dolphin 
Group.

4. Results

Number of records
During this study 65 new turtle records (including 2 dead strandings) of at 
least two species (one stranded turtle was reported as almost certainly a 
loggerhead) were recorded (Table 1).

Many of the pelagic fishermen from Co. Down had traditionally fished 
between the Isle of Man and the Cumbrian Coast, hence the high incidence 
of records given for the Whitehaven area. Other records were acquired from 
the professional Northern Ireland fishermen working elsewhere in Great 
Britain and Ireland. In the ports, harbours and marinas of Northern Ireland 
as at other maritime facilities elsewhere in the UK and Ireland, one meets 
informants from different home-ports and sailing clubs. 

All turtle records solicited during this study are presented in Table 1 and 
include 24 (37%) from Northern Ireland, 19 (29%) from the Republic of 
Ireland and 22 (34%) from Scotland, Wales and England (including the Isle of 
Man and the Scilly Isles).

Table 1. Number of turtle records obtained from Northern Ireland between April 
and August 2006. Figures in ( ) refer to dead stranded animals.

Species Northern 
Ireland

Republic 
of Ireland Scotland Wales England Total

Leathery Turtle 19 13 (1) 3 4 8 47(1)

Loggerhead turtle (1) 0 0 0 0 (1)

Unidentified but most 
probably Leathery turtle 1 0 0 0 0 1

Unidentified Cheloniid 0 1 0 0 0 1

Unidentified turtle 3 4 1 3 3 14

Total 23 (1) 18 (1) 4 7 11 63(2)

Most records were obtained from fishers, both retired and active (Table 2). 
Yachts people were also a good source of records. Lighthouse keepers were 
the best landbased source of records.
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The records for locations outside of Northern Ireland waters will be passed 
on to the statutory agencies in England (Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs), Scotland (Scottish Natural Heritage), Wales (Countryside 
Council for Wales) and Ireland (National Parks and Wildlife Service) as well as 
the Marine Environmental Monitoring Database.

Table 2. Sources of turtle records from the marine community in Northern Ireland

Species Fishers Yachts Boatmen Lighthouse 
keepers Seamen Anglers RNLI Divers Others

King 
(2005) 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 2

This 
study 29 13 4 4 3 3 2 1 4

Total 33 13 5 4 3 3 2 1 6

Total number of turtle records for Northern Ireland
Prior to this study there were only twelve records from Northern Ireland, one 
published in the Irish Naturalists’ Journal, seven from King (2005) and four 
from Marine Environmental Monitoring in Wales.  With the additional records 
obtained during the present study, this brings the total number of records 
in the Northern Ireland Marine Turtle database to 36 (Table 3), including two 
dead stranding records and three either observed or recovered dead at sea.  
All records are shown in Appendix II.

Table 3. Cumulative total number of marine turtle records from Northern Ireland

Source Leathery Turtle Loggerhead turtle Others Cumulative Total

Brongersma (1972) 0 1* 0 1

O’Riordan (1972) 0 1* 0 1

King (1984) 0 0 0 1

King (2005) 4 0 3 8

MEM (2001-2005) 3 0 1 12

This study 19 1? 4 36

Total 26 2 8 36

* same record, ? indicates it was most probably a Loggerhead turtle but 
coded as Uch in the database

Most records are of definite Leathery turtles (72%) with a further two 
most probably Leathery making nearly 78% of records of this species.  The 
only other definite species is of Loggerhead turtle.  One was stranded at 
Castlerock, Co Derry on 7 August 1945 but during this study a record of a 
second turtle, which was almost certainly the same species stranded dead on 
the West Strand, Portrush, Co Antrim was reported. The turtle had a hard-
shelled carapace and was described as being 1.5m long x 1.4m wide.
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A map showing the distribution of records is shown in Fig. 1.  Records are well 
distributed throughout the coastal waters of Northern Ireland with clusters 
off Portrush, Co Antrim and Strangford Lough, Co Down.  Most records are 
within the NI territorial waters, with two records off Co Antrim marginally 
outside this limit.

N

0       10      20 Kilometres

Derry

Antrim

Down

Fig.1 Distribution of Marine Turtle Records off Northern Ireland

NI territorial waters

Unidentified

Unidentified probable Loggerhead

Unidentified probable Leathery

SPECIES

Leathery turtle

Unidentified Chelonid

Loggerhead turtle
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Geographical distribution of records
The distribution by County is shown in Table 4, with a similar number of 
records in Counties Antrim and Down and only five records from Co Derry.

Table 4. Distribution by county of all turtle records from Northern Ireland, 
including prior records. Figures in ( ) refer to dead animals.

Species Derry Antrim Down Total

Leathery turtle 4 9 (1) 10 (2) 23 (3)

Loggerhead turtle 1 0 0 1

Unidentified but most 
probably Leathery turtle 0 0 2 2

Unidentified Cheloniid 0 (1) 0 (1)

Unidentified turtle 0 4 1 5

Unidentified but most 
probably Loggerhead turtle 0 (1) 0 (1)

Total 5 13 (3) 13 (2) 31 (5)

Seasonal distribution of records
Most records did not have an accurate date associated with it.  12 records 
had a range for date e.g. July/August or was descriptive e.g. “summer” and 
five records did not attempt to record the month or season in which the 
record was made.  Those records with dates to within a month are shown in 
Table 5.  Most records are from August with 78% of records between July and 
September.
  
Table 5. Monthly distribution of turtle records, where the date was reported.

Species Feb May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Total

Leathery turtle
0 0 0 4 4 3 2 0 13

Loggerhead turtle
0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1

Unidentified but most 
probably Leathery turtle 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1

Unidentified Cheloniid
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

Unidentified turtle 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 2

Unidentified but most 
probably Loggerhead turtle 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total 1 0 0 5 6 3 2 1 18
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If these records are presented by season in order to use the available data, 
then one third of records were outside of the summer period with six of 
these in the autumn (Table 6).  There is a strong seasonal component to the 
distribution of marine turtles off Northern Ireland with most records in the 
summer and autumn.

Table 6. Seasonal distribution of turtle records, where the date to within a 
month was reported. 

Species Spring Summer Autumn Winter Total

Leathery turtle 2 17 3 (2) 0 22 (2)
Loggerhead 
turtle 0 1 0 0 1

Unidentified but 
most probably 
Leathery turtle

0 1 0 0 1

Unidentified 
Cheloniid 0 2 (1) 0 2 (1)

Unidentified 
turtle 0 0 0 1 1

Unidentified but 
most probably 
Loggerhead 
turtle

0 0 0 0 0

Total 2 21 3 (3) 1 27 (3)

5. Discussion

This is the most comprehensive survey of marine turtles in Northern 
Ireland, which has resulted in 24 new records.  After a trawl of the main 
datasets, which might include marine turtle records from Northern Ireland, 
the Northern Ireland Marine Turtle database now has 36 records.  Clearly 
marine turtles occur more regularly in Northern Irish waters than had been 
previously reported.  

Although a significant increase, it is still not possible to carry out an extensive 
analysis in isolation from the large body of data for the south of Ireland.  
However, these data do allow some preliminary interpretation of the 
distribution and seasonal occurrence of turtles in Northern Ireland. 

Marine turtles in Northern Irish waters 
Two of the five species of marine turtle recorded in European waters have 
been recorded in Northern Ireland, however, the vast majority of turtle 
records are of Leathery turtles.  Leathery turtles occur mainly in the summer 
months especially in July and August.  They are distributed throughout 
inshore waters with equal number of records in Counties Antrim and Down. 
On nine occasions (24%), the informants noted the presence of abundant 
jellyfish when they observed the turtle.  This is to be expected as recent 
studies have shown that jellyfish “hotspots” strongly influence the broad-
based distribution of Leathery turtles (Houghton et al. 2006).  
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Possible migration routes for turtles in Northern Irish waters
Leathery turtles appear to converge off Malin Head and Inishtrahull, Co 
Donegal (King 2005) and one might expect that higher numbers than has 
been recorded would continue in an easterly direction following the Antrim 
coastline before reappearing off the Western Scottish seaboard and in the 
Solway Firth. The scarcity of records for Antrim waters could suggest that 
the majority of Leathery turtles turn westwards at Malin Head/Inishtrahull 
or swim north on the strong flood tide easterly to pass closer to the Isle of 
Islay and the Mull of Kintyre before reappearing in the Firth of Clyde and 
the Solway Firth. The available Scottish data (Langton et al. 1996, Penrose 
2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, Penrose and Gander 2006) lends support to the 
latter hypothesis, but equally turtles may diverge at Malin Head and begin 
the migration south in both directions, west along the Donegal coast and 
east passing down the North Channel into the North Atlantic, hugging the 
shallow Rhinns of Galloway coastline into Luce Bay and the Solway Firth and 
along the Cumbrian coastline. 

That said, very little is known about migration routes (if any) of Leathery 
turtles around the British and Irish islands apart from King (2005) who 
showed a westerly movement of turtles off the coast of Counties Waterford 
and Cork.  This culminating in the well-reported westerly passage of Leathery 
turtles off Cape Clear Island, Co Cork between July and September.  

In an effort to explain the low numbers of Leathery turtle numbers off Co 
Derry and Antrim compared with Co Donegal and Scottish inshore waters 
from the Firth of Clyde down to the Solway Firth, a survey was carried out 
during September and October 2006.  During this survey the islands of Islay, 
Gigha, Arran and the Kintyre peninsula were visited.  This survey brought to 
light about 25 previously unrecorded occurrences of turtles, most of which 
were Leathery turtles.  Of these records, six were from Islay and the remainder 
are from the Firth of Clyde and the inner Scottish Hebrides, north of Islay.  All 
these records will be passed on to Scottish Natural Heritage and the Marine 
Environment Monitoring database in due course.

The confluence of extremely strong tides and currents that extend up to 10 
miles off the Rhinns of Islay might perhaps inhibit the inshore movement 
of Leathery turtles at certain times during the day.  In the authors’ view the 
low number of Leathery turtles recorded for Counties Derry and Antrim, the 
inshore waters of Islay, the Sound of Jura and the Kintyre peninsula, would 
suggest that the movement of this species in the Northwestern approaches is 
more likely to be mid-way between Malin Head, County Donegal and the Oa 
of Islay and on through the narrow entrance to the North Channel between 
Rathlin Island and the Mull of Kintyre into the Clyde and further afield.

Threats to turtles in Northern Irish waters
It is difficult to identify threats and suggest possible mitigation measures for 
marine turtles in Northern Irish waters as little is known about their ecology.  
Clearly fishing is potentially a significant threat to individuals.  At least three 
types of fishing gear were implicated in catching turtles in Northern Irish 
waters during this study.  Lobster pots, drift nets and mid-water trawls have 
all incidentally captured turtles.  However there are many reports elsewhere 
of turtles being released alive from fishing gear (Langton et al. 1986, 
Penhallurick 1990, Penrose 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, Penrose and Gander 2006, 
King 2005) so the actual level of mortality is less than the numbers captured.  
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Having spoken to many fishermen in Ireland, north and south, over the years 
it is the authors’ experience that fishermen continue to go to great lengths, 
often at great personal risk, to release without harm turtles incidentally 
caught in nets and ropes.  This often requires cutting and/or damaging gear 
in the process.

6. Recommendations

1. Information about marine turtles should be disseminated to a general 
audience in Northern Ireland.  To that end it is recommended that the 
UK Turtle Code, together with the shortened laminated version be used 
(Appendix III).  These documents were published by the Marine Turtle Species 
Action Plan Implementation Group (TIG).  

2. Records of marine turtles, both alive and dead, should be collected and 
added to the Northern Ireland Marine Turtle database.  

3. When possible post-mortem examination of dead turtles should be carried 
out to determine the cause of death and other lesions, and incidence of 
plastic debris in the stomachs of marine turtles.  

4. Identifying the breeding sites of turtles that occur in Northern Irish waters 
is essential to ensure the population can be monitored and maintained.
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Appendix I: Images used to validate records

Leathery turtles at sea. 
Note bottom image resembles an ‘upturned boat or currach’.

Photos courtesy of Dick Brennan

Photo courtesy of John Coveney
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 Appendix II: Edited version of the Northern Ireland Marine Turtle Database

Record ID Species King 2005 MEM Month Year Dead /Alive County Grid Reference

NIRL001 Ude Ude 6   unknown Alive Down IJ 33910 10736

NIRL002 Uch     Dead Antrim IC 84553 40686

NIRL003 Uni Uni 18 T1926/01  1926 c. Alive Antrim ID 13992 53390

NIRL004 LOG  T1945/04 August 1945 Alive Derry IC 77504 37034

NIRL005 Uni    c. 1954 Alive Antrim ID 34518 19576

NIRL006 LBT    mid 1950's Alive Derry IC 68331 40631

NIRL007 LBT De274 T1967/03 Summer 1967 Alive Down IJ 61024 40448

NIRL008 LBT   September c. 1970 Alive Down IJ 52505 33772

NIRL009 LBT   August 1976 Alive Down IJ 63245 37878

NIRL010 LBT   June/July 1984/1986 Alive Antrim ID 05432 46503

NIRL011 LBT   Summer 1988 Alive Down IJ 57940 27361

NIRL012 LBT De 325   1989 (pre) Dead Antrim ID 13169 67127

NIRL013 Uni   Summer 1989 Alive Down IJ 81155 47578

NIRL014 LBT De 379 T1990/69 July 1990 Alive Antrim IC 86892 44010

NIRL015 LBT  T1991/07 July-August 1991 Alive Antrim ID 11733 54013

NIRL016 Uch Uch 34  November 1991 Dead ? Antrim ID 01015 44753

NIRL017 UNI  T1992/01 February 1992 Alive Antrim ID 03960 51741

NIRL018 LBT   Summer 1992 Alive Antrim IC 87770 43360

NIRL019 Uni   August 1994/1995 Alive Antrim ID 25533 27382

NIRL020 LBT   September 1994 Alive Antrim ID 55926 30598

NIRL021 LBT   July 1995 Alive Antrim IC 87003 43429

NIRL022 LBT   August 1995 Alive Down IJ 65346 69362

NIRL023 LBT   July 1997/1998 Alive Derry IC 82061 41979

NIRL024 LBT  T1997/24 September 1997 Alive Antrim ID 46423 03030

NIRL025 LBT   July/August 1997/1998 Alive Down IJ 60062 46395

NIRL026 LBT   Summer c. 1999 Alive Down IJ 61101 83946

NIRL027 LBT De 7* late June – 
beg. Aug. 1999 Alive Derry/ 

Donegal IC 70567 44246

NIRL028 LBT   August 2000 Alive Antrim ID 17597 48981

NIRL029 LBT   August 2000 Alive Down IJ 53167 25699

NIRL030 LBT   October 2000 Dead Down IJ 63110 85336

NIRL031 LBT  T2001/25 October 2001 Dead Down IJ 38484 11543
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Record ID Species King 2005 MEM Month Year Dead /Alive County Grid Reference

NIRL032 LBT   c. May 2001 Alive Down IJ 59632 49679

NIRL033 LBT   May/June 2002 Alive Down IJ 87439 62253

NIRL034 LBT   July/August 2001 Alive Derry IC 81522 39507

NIRL035 Ude   July 2004 Alive Down IJ 60427 47995

NIRL036 LBT  T2005/87 July 2005 Alive Antrim ID 43125 06541

Notes:

King 2005: refers to record-id in King (2005) reference
MEM: refers to Marine Environmental Monitoring reference
* De7 from King (2005) from survey conducted at Wicklow Harbour from June 
– August 2004, not main record
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Appendix III: Marine Turtle Code and associated information
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