
Monach Isles and Outer 
Hebrides Western 
Continental Shelf IMMA 
 

Summary 
This IMMA encompasses the continental shelf waters 

between the Outer Hebrides and the shelf edge, and 

includes the Monach Isles. This area is particularly 

important for grey seals (Halichoerus grypus), with the 

Monach Isles supporting the largest breeding colony 

in Europe, and ~6.5% of global pup production. These 

rich and productive waters also support a diverse 

range of additional marine mammal species. These 

include species associated with the continental shelf 

slope (fin whales (Balaenoptera physalus), sei whales 

(Balaenoptera borealis), sperm whales (Physeter 

macrocephalus), northern bottlenose whales 

(Hyperoodon ampullatus), long-finned pilot whales 

(Globicephala melas), Atlantic white-sided dolphins 

(Lagenorhyncus acutus), common dolphins (Delphinus 

delphis)), as well as species associated with the shelf 

itself (humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae), 

white-beaked dolphins (Lagenorhyncus albirostris), 

harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena), bottlenose 

dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), grey seals, and harbour 

seals (Phoca vitulina)). Minke whales (Balaenoptera 

acutorostrata), killer whales (Orcinus orca), and Risso’s 

dolphins (Grampus griseus) regularly occur beyond 

the shelf as well as over the shelf itself. The shelf 

slope is an important habitat for migrating whales, 

and a century ago, supported a major whaling 

industry. 

 

Description: 
The deep trough that lies between Britain and 

Rockall is an important feature in determining deep 

water circulation in the region (Ellett et al., 1983). The 

north-eastwards flowing North Atlantic drift interacts 

with this deep water in a complex and turbulent 

Area Size 

35 538 km2 

 

Qualifying Species and Criteria 

Grey seal – Halichoerus grypus 

Criterion B (2); C (1,2) 

Sperm whale – Physeter macrocephalus 

Criterion A 

Sei whale – Balaenoptera borealis 

Criterion A 

Fin whale – Balaenoptera physalus 

Criterion A 

 

Marine Mammal Diversity 

Criterion D (2) 

Balaenoptera borealis, Balaenoptera musculus, 

Balaenoptera physalus, Globicephala melas, 

Hyperoodon ampullatus, Lagenorhynchus acutus, 

Mesoplodon bidens, Physeter macrocephalus, 

Tursiops truncatus, Ziphius cavirostris 



manner. This turbulence can force deeper water, 

richer in nutrients towards the surface where it 

enhances productivity. Strong water column 

stratification gradients are present at the shelf edge, 

where upwellings from deeper water likely provide 

predictable foraging opportunities for marine 

mammals (Cox et al., 2018). 

 

Along the shelf slope, the Atlantic Ocean water 

masses meet the less saline waters of the continental 

shelf, which receive freshwater inputs from rivers in 

Britain, and although there is relatively little mixing 

along this boundary, currents of slightly warmer 

water move northwards along this shelf edge 

carrying plankton, including fish eggs and larvae, 

from south to north. Turbulence brings deep water 

up the shelf slope to within 200 m of the surface, 

resulting in enhanced productivity of plankton and 

associated aggregations of cephalopods and fish 

Figure 1: South Uist, Outer Hebrides. Photo credit: PGH Evans 

such as blue whiting and mackerel. These in turn  

attract concentrations of pelagic seabirds and 

cetaceans such as the larger baleen whales, long-

finned pilot whales (Globicephala melas), killer whales 

(Orcinus orca), common dolphins (Delphinus delphis), 

and Atlantic white-sided dolphins (Lagenorhynchus 

acutus) (Evans, 1990; Waggitt et al., 2020; Giménez et 

al., 2023).  

 

Frontal systems occur where two water masses of 

different densities meet; such density differences 

may be generated by temperature or salinity or both. 

The turbulence caused by the front may bring 

nutrients from deeper water to the surface where 

they promote the growth of phytoplankton 

(especially of diatoms and dinoflagellates). These 

may in turn be fed on by swarms of zooplankton and 

associated aggregations of fish, seabirds and 

cetaceans. 



The IMMA also includes the Monach Isles; low lying 

islands with sandy beaches which make ideal habitat 

for grey seals (Halichoerus grypus) to pup, and also to 

haul-out between foraging trips at sea. 

 
Criterion A: Species or Population 
Vulnerability 

 

Both the sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) and 

the North Atlantic fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus) 

are classified as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List of 

Threatened Species (Taylor et al., 2019; Cooke, 

2018a), whilst the sei whale (Balaenoptera borealis) is 

classified as Endangered (Cooke, 2018b). 

Figure 2: Grey seals (Halichoerus grypus) haulout at Monach Isles. Photo credit: Sea Mammal Research Unit, University of St Andrews 

Criterion B: Distribution and Abundance 
Sub-criterion B2: Aggregations 
 

This IMMA encompasses important terrestrial and 

offshore habitat for grey seals (Halichoerus grypus) 

hauling out at the Monach Isles Special Area of 

Conservation (SAC): the largest breeding aggregation 

of grey seals in the Northeast Atlantic (Russell et al., 

2022). Approximately 6,000 grey seals regularly haul 

out on the Monach Isles, making regular foraging 

trips to sea (Russell et al., 2022; Russell & Carter, 

2021). Compared to the foraging season, a higher 

proportion of the UK grey seal population aggregates 

on the Monach Isles to breed (Russell et al., 2022). 



Criterion C: Key Life Cycle Activities 
Sub-criterion C1: Reproductive Areas 
 

The Monach Isles is the largest grey seal breeding 

colony in the Northeast Atlantic, with ~12,500 pups 

born annually (approx. 18.5% of UK pup production; 

Russell et al., 2022), and ~ 6.5% of the global pup 

production (SCOS, 2022). 

 

Sub-criterion C2: Feeding Areas 
 

At-sea distribution models based on tracking data 

(Carter et al., 2022) demonstrate that the shelf waters 

west of the Outer Hebrides out to the shelf break are 

important foraging areas for grey seals hauling out at 

the Monach Isles and elsewhere. Analysis of scats 

has shown several fish species that occur commonly 

in the region (cod (Gadus morhua), plaice 

(Pleuronectes platessa), poor cod (Trisopterus 

minutus), sand eel (Ammodytes spp.), sea scorpion 

(Taurulus bubalis), dragonet (Callionymus lyra), ling 

(Molva molva), herring (Clupea harengus), and 

mackerel (Scomber scombrus) are prevalent in the 

diet of grey seals (Hammond & Wilson, 2016; Wilson 

& Hammond, 2019). 

Figure 3: Aerial view of grey seals (Halichoerus grypus) haulout at Monach Isles. 
Photo credit: Sea Mammal Research Unit, University of St Andrews 



Figure 5: Fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus). 
Photo credit: PGH Evans 
 

Criterion D: Special Attributes 
Sub-criterion D2: Diversity 
 

Several surveys have been conducted along the 

continental shelf edge to the north and west of the 

Western Isles (e.g., Weir et al., 2001, Waggitt et al., 

2020). These have shown a high diversity of marine 

mammal species, with the area suggested to be one 

of the most species diverse of any in the British Isles 

(Evans & Waggitt, 2020). Using systematic 

conservation planning to identify priority areas of 

cetacean biodiversity in the Northeast Atlantic, the 

shelf edge was clearly identified as important, and a 

consistent hotspot across seasons at a community 

level (Giménez et al., 2023). 

 

The rich and productive waters of this IMMA support 

several regularly sighted cetacean species. These 

include continental shelf slope species (fin whales 

(Balaenoptera physalus), humpback whales 

(Megaptera novaeangliae), long-finned pilot whales 

(Globicephala melas), Atlantic white-sided dolphins 

(Lagenorhyncus acutus), and common dolphins 

(Delphinus delphis)), and continental shelf species 

(white-beaked dolphins (Lagenorhyncus albirostris), 

harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena), bottlenose 

dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), grey seals, and harbour 

seals (Phoca vitulina)). Minke whales (Balaenoptera 

acutorostrata), killer whales (Orcinus orca), and Risso’s 

dolphins (Grampus griseus) are regularly seen (Evans 

& Waggitt, 2020). Even deep-water species (northern 

bottlenose whales (Hyperoodon ampullatus), and 

sperm whales) are sighted (Evans & Waggitt, 2020). 

 

The shelf slope is important habitat for migrating 

whales, and a century ago, supported a major 

whaling industry (Thompson, 1928; Brown, 1976; Ryan 

et al., 2022). Species such as fin whales, sei whales 

and humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) 

were taken in great numbers and populations are 

slowly recovering. 

Figure 6: Humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) in the Outer 
Hebrides. Photo credit: PGH Evans 
 

Figure 4: Sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus). 
Photo credit: PGH Evans 
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