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1969 Seabird Wreck: PCBs probably guilty

We ill do nen know what initinlly weakened and starved the

themsamls of puillemts (Urin aalpe) and other seabirds washed

wp o the shores of the Trish Sea in the autumn of 1969. But,

thank s t the strangely belated report issued by the Natural

Eanvironment Rescarch Council (The Seabird Wreek of 1969 in -
the Trivh Sea: ediicd by Dr M. WV, Holdgote) we can he pretty
cennin what gove then the coup de grace.

Mue then 12 000 dead birds scem to have drilted ashore, and
winwe many mord probably sunk or were washed out imo the
Attamic, the true duath toll nmay have been as high as
S0 100 000, Unlike the over publicised deaths of young seals oflf
the Cornislh const at roughly the same time, such mortality
amonp goillemats is not a (requent occurrence. There have been
smilne wrecks in the past, and the report mentions 11 for

and the auks in the Inst century. Qne, of guillemots in
the Solway Firth in autumn 1907, shares with the 1969 wreck
the fact that most corpses found were obviously siarved. Were
we merely seting in 1969 an unusual but not unprecedemted
avian phe, Oof was i ing marine poliution the causc?,
In amumn, aduk guilicmots are mioulting and flightless. There
were severs xtornis in Inte Seprember 1969, but by then some
bieds had aliesdy comc ashore. Probably the harsh weather
merely increnscd the stress on the birds, causing more corpses 10
be washed on shore; it cannot itself have been fata), There seems
10 have been no sudden shortage of the fish species on which
these birds depand, nor was there evidence of any Loxic blooms
of plunkion. No pathogenic organisms could be found in the
cormes, but this does not necessarily rule out an epidemic
disense 83 the initial cause of starvation, since the tests took
place some time slter death.

The condition of the dead auks showed empty foreguts and
siomachs, with less than ha¥ the normal body weight.
Swhcwtanoous fat was absent, and the muscles were thin and
wasied, AN the livers were dark and full of blood, with unusual

internal  lesioms  which  resciibled these  in chicks  Fed
experimentally with PCBs (polycidurinated tiphenyls). Sce {New
Scientist, vol 50, p 16). Again, most of the Andreyy were pale vid
swollen, imilar 10 thuse of finches killed W the Lab wah PCI
Levels of mercury, kead, cadmium, arsenic and some other heany

_metals were high, and so were concententions of PCHs and

organuchlorive pesticides. §lowever. the range of comaminiuy,
by organochlorines was not markedly higher than that fowind in
healthy hirds shot at the same time: scawater concenteations of
metals and organochlorines did not scem 10 be higher tan
usual. .

What is significant, though, is the high concentrations of
PCBs in the livers of the dead guillemots; the average was 11t
pom, ranging from 2 to 880 ppm. It scems clear that whatever
led to the initinl malnutrition, it caused the scabirds to draw on
their at rescrves, which is where *CB and other organochiorine
residucs are normally carricd. The PCD was metaboliced and
passed o the liver, kidncy and bruin, Thus five healthe
guiliemots unalysed for PCH had 3.4 ppm in the whole body and
only 0.4 ppm in the liver; five similar birds found dead had 3.2
ppm in their (half size) bodies and $6 ppm in their livees, While it
cannot be proved that this was fatal, the lesions in kidney and
Bver were typical of birds deliberatcly poisoncd with PCB.

The imphcations of this report are not reassuring. Poltviams
seem 10 be present in the shallow seas around Britain at doschs
which do nat, apparently, build up even at the head of fond
chains 10 ovenily lethal fevels. Nut they do, inferentially. increase
the chances that & bird undet stress from some other cause will
die rather than recover. In this instance, PCRs scom 10 have
made certain that the starved guillemots were poisoned before
they could feed agsin. Sublethal pofution nibbles away at
ecological safety margins, and can have & profound cffect on the
balance of whole lati
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A shortoge of skilled man,

snd formidable competition
from the indumrial giants of Eul

s slways chalienged the

€ 10 one, as compared with a figure
- To overcome an historical bias agains:

worvival of frish industry. In spite of (i the past decade was technical educatjpr’in Ircland. Dr O'Sullivan propeses thar ik
waprecedented for Ireland in terms of increaing prosperity and professional ing of technici should be radically
jon, & mixed i e grams and scholarships

industrial growth, Much of this industrial
Meming in many Irish eycs, has been assiste forcign
imvestment and imported expertise. Now, as Ircland Ygws the
implications of possible EEC membership, many of the
small wanufocruring firms, which comprrise more than 90
cet of Irclamd's indusirial establishments. are facing the future
with ek inble appechension, It is npposite, at a tinfe when
revent wihneks in the textile industry have made ilieir impact,
Ut~ Irish technology in the 705™ should be the subject for the
msupueal symposium  of the Irish l.nytilmy and  Allicd
I Aswcintion. Perhaps symbefically, the symposi
was held in Dun Laophaire, a SowtpASublin scaport from which
wany Irich emigeated 1o Britain jarfhe past,

Wb cortuinly qruc thae @€ govermment recopnises that a
w liwad supply  of gy qualified  manpower s &
WEIIRie for ihe’ Furflicr prowah of science based imdustrivs,
WAL, OSullivan, chairman of the Cork Scientific Cownil,

f’:""" l!l\‘. mportance of  technicians in conttibulmg (o

!II::\M’C made nuil‘nhle to students during the course of theie
finical cducation, C y to upprading thei status

,/izncrully. Professor C. o'hEucha sees a role for technicians

as advisers . to the Nationnl Research Council. As such.
technicians could scrve in asscssing those arcas of the Irh
nomy which would benefit most from the input of science.
hnical training in lrcland is fargely the responsibifity of
Industrinl Training Authority, which was established
r the fndustrial Training Act. Although sall in i
AnCo uiins to provide suitable training for
ry from management (o apecatives,

smalt indusiries, each employing less than 20 people. that much
of Ircland’y industrial future is kg, Me 1. Conmellan of ke
Irish Management  Institute  siates it st fews wingt
manulaciure slmu‘ll:ud monhicts will probabdy  not surgy
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