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SUMMARY 

Galway Bay is located on the west coast of Ireland. The area contains a diverse mosaic of 
benthic habitats, including rock, gravel, fine sand, sandy mud, and deep mud substrates, as 
well as maerl, oyster, and seagrass beds.  The area overlaps with four Key Biodiversity Areas. 
Within this area there are: threatened species and undefined aggregations (Porbeagle 
Lamna nasus).   
 
 

CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C5 – Undefined Aggregations  
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Galway Bay is located on Ireland’s west coast. The area extends from Liscannor Bay, encompassing 
the shallow waters surrounding Lettermore, Gorumna, and Lettermullan islands, and to the greater 
Galway Bay area, which is partially sheltered by the Aran Island archipelago. This coastal system 
encapsulates a mosaic of benthic habitat types and island features, including rock, gravel, fine sand, 
sandy mud, and deep mud substrates. The shallower waters include numerous estuarine inputs as 
well as many tidal inlets and lagoons scattered along the coastline supporting saltmarsh areas. The 
sublittoral zone contains distinctive communities such as some of the most diverse seaweed 
communities in Ireland, maerl beds, seagrass, and oyster beds (NPWS 2013).  

The area receives freshwater input from the Corrib River and experiences semi-diurnal tides with 
significant ranges. Galway Bay has a mean spring tidal range of 4.5 m (McCullagh et al. 2020).  

The area overlaps with four Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs): Aran Islands (parts), Cliffs of Moher, 
Connemara Islands, and Inner Galway Bay (KBA 2025a, 2025b, 2025c, 2025d). 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is delineated from inshore and surface waters (0 m) to a depth 
of 100 m based on the bathymetry of the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

One Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red list of 
Threatened Species regularly occurs in the area. This is the Vulnerable Porbeagle (Rigby et al. 2019). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C5 – UNDEFINED AGGREGATIONS 
Galway Bay is an important area for undefined aggregations of one shark species.  

Between 2010–2024, sharks were caught on rod-and-line by sport fishers, tagged with unique 
conventional tags, released, and reported to the Inland Fisheries Ireland’s Marine Sportfish Tagging 
Programme (IFI 2023; IFI unpubl. data 2025). Trips were either from shore or from a boat and were 
limited to a few hours within one day (range 2–8 h). Reports are limited to successful trips (i.e., when 
one or more sharks were caught and tagged). Catch was reported as the number of individuals of a 
species per angling trip per day and aggregations are inferred from trips in which >3 individuals were 
caught. The angling season spans April–October. 

Between 2016–2021, 126 Porbeagles were tagged and released around the Irish coast, with almost 
one third (28%; n = 35) recorded in this area. Porbeagles were recorded on 20 trips in total. 
Aggregations were inferred on three occasions between 2017–2020, all in July, with a mean group 
size of 3.7 individuals (maximum = 5). Measured sharks were less than the estimated length-at-
maturity (females, 210–230 cm total length [TL]; males, 162–185 cm TL) (Jensen et al. 2002; IFI 2023; 
IFI unpubl. data 2025). While it is difficult for angling data to show aggregations, Porbeagle are known 
to be a species that forms aggregations (e.g., Haugen & Papastamatiou 2019). Furthermore, they are 
known to form these aggregations segregated by age and sex. As the majority of the Porbeagle 
captured in Galway Bay are juvenile males, it appears as though Irish waters are a persistent 
aggregation site for juvenile Porbeagles. This is further reflected in a study using angling data from 
1970–2017, which found that each boreal summer, juvenile Porbeagles aggregate around the Irish 
coast (Cameron et al. 2019). The recaptured data from this study indicate long-term site fidelity, with 
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Porbeagle returning to the same sites in different years. Porbeagle have been found in other areas 
to return to herring grounds annually (JNCC 2019) and Galway Bay is a herring nursery ground (Fair 
Seas 2022). This might be the reason that juvenile Porbeagles aggregate in this area annually. 
Porbeagle are depleted within European waters (Rigby et al. 2019), and as such numbers are low 
overall, but local ecological knowledge has reported Porbeagle returning to the area each year, with 
charter skippers catching up to fourteen Porbeagles on an individual fishing trip. Further information 
is required to understand the nature and function of these aggregations. 
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QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

Global 
Depth 

Range (m) 

ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

SHARKS 

Lamna nasus Porbeagle  VU 0–1,809 X      X   
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

SHARKS 

Cetorhinus maximus Basking Shark EN 

Galeorhinus galeus Tope  CR 

Prionace glauca Blue Shark NT 

Scyliorhinus canicula Smallspotted Catshark LC 

Scyliorhinus stellaris Nursehound VU 

Squalus acanthias Spiny Dogfish VU 

Squatina squatina Angelshark CR 

RAYS 

Raja clavata Thornback Skate NT 

Rostoraja alba White Skate CR 

 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species Categories are available by searching species names at 
www.iucnredlist.org  Abbreviations refer to: CR, Critically Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU, 
Vulnerable; NT, Near Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient. 
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SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
There are additional indications that Galway Bay may be an important area for aggregations of Blue 
Sharks.  

Between 2010–2020, 2,477 Blue Sharks were tagged and released around the Irish coast, with 4% (n 
= 102) recorded in this area (IFI 2023; IFI unpubl. data 2025). Blue Sharks were recorded on 33 tagging 
trips by four sport fishers. Large numbers were reported on 11 occasions with a mean group size of 
four individuals (maximum = 7) between July–August 2015–2017, suggesting a summer seasonality to 
their local abundance. This was historically an important hotspot for Blue Shark in Ireland, but in 
recent years numbers have declined. Nonetheless, Galway Bay is still a known angling destination 
for Blue Shark, with two local charter skippers taking anglers on Blue Shark angling trips in the area 
(Blue Shark Angling 2025; Galway Bay Fishing 2025). One of these skippers reported catching and 
releasing up to 26 Blue Sharks per day, with average catches being in double figures (Blue Shark 
Angling 2025). Furthermore, local swimmers and SCUBA divers have observed groups of Blue Sharks 
around the Aran Islands, reporting that they return to the area annually from May–November.  
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