
As Senior Technical Officer (STO) Cat works on a variety of aspects of the SeaMonitor project
from salmonid and elasmobranch research to operating the super cool autonomous
underwater vehicles (AUVs) or ‘gliders’.  Her work with the project involves tagging and tracking
Atlantic salmon and basking sharks and liaising with fishermen and local communities on the
importance of the research.  

Cat did her PhD on the post-release monitoring of red squirrel populations based at the
National University of Ireland, Galway. Since graduating she worked for a short period with the
Environmental Protection Agency in Ireland where she was a part of the Biology team working
on the European Water Framework Directive.

Before starting with the Marine Institute Cat spent 4 years working as a Research Assistant in
an extremely collaborative effort with University College Cork, University of Glasgow, Queens
Belfast, the Marine Institute and others. She has been involved in a number of wide-ranging
projects that studied species such as Atlantic salmon, brown trout and the European eel.  This
role gave her the opportunity to gain a wealth of experience in different field, hatchery and lab
techniques such as PIT tagging and flow through telemetry, electrofishing, respirometry, fish
husbandry and the collection of tissue samples. 

What have been some of the highlights working on the SeaMonitor project?

When did you know you wanted to become a scientist? Were you interested in marine
biology from a young age?

I always had a fascination and love of animals and being outdoors. I grew up in England and I
think it must have all started in the back garden. I was one of those kids that would dig up
worms and bugs and always be rooting around the garden to see what I could find. Seeing a
grey squirrel at the bird feeder would have been a common occurrence. My best friend lived a
few doors down and we found a dead squirrel in her garden once, we gave it a proper burial
and everything, a week later I suggested digging it back up to see what it looked like…So I think
maybe I was always destined to do a PhD on squirrels!! 

At school we were taken on trips to the Natural History Museum, it’s still one of my favourite
museums to visit.

When I was a bit older and living in Ireland, I read a book and one of the characters was a
zoologist helping to conserve wolves in America. That became the coolest job you could do for
me and as I had to make a decision on Uni course, I immediately honed in on where I could
study zoology, which happened to be NUI Galway in the end. I took Undenominated Science
and specialised in zoology in my final year, conducting a small project on otter diet. That course
gave me a good background in a few different science disciplines, which has stood me in good
stead.
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If you could study any other species, what would it be?

I’ve really come to love the sea and marine science since I was lucky enough to get the
opportunity.I definitely would choose another marine species. Predators fascinate me,
particularly shark, skate and rays. Any work on them would be cool, especially since most of
them are now considered vulnerable. Shark particularly get a bad rap in the media but they are
so important to the health of our marine ecosystems.
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How did you get involved in studying your specific field/species? 

I’ve worked with a few different species up to this point and I guess it sounds funny for
someone who has done a PhD on red squirrels to be working with fish now, but actually there
is a lot of overlap in skillsets. I think it just comes down to the fact that I enjoy working with all
animals and for me there is no ideal species to work with because I have an interest in all and
the environment that they dwell in. How did I get involved in the role I have today? It wasn’t a
direct path for me but my opportunity to work for UCC and the Marine Institute came through
a number of new projects at the time concerned with fish genetics. I became part of a big team
working collaboratively with many other partners researching salmon, trout, eel and
stickleback and based at Newport, County Mayo. This really gave me a great foundation in fish
science and different techniques for studying these species, as well as working with lots of
different people with different vested interests.

So, through this role I started to use telemetry on fish for the first time. I had heard about this
new project called SeaMonitor and every time I heard about it my ears would prick up. I was
lucky enough to get a job as an STO after that.
 

What have been some highlights working on the SeaMonitor project?

SeaMonitor has been an amazing project to be involved in. Generally, as the technology we are
using, to answer the questions we are interested in, is for me so exciting. It has come on leaps
and bounds in recent years and is all the time improving. It means we can track animals further
than we ever have before and help in their conservation. Working with like-minded people and
getting to know the scientists involved is great, we all have a common interest and although
COVID has made it difficult to see each other in person, I think we have all formed great
collaborations for the future.



The way the world is now, you have to be prepared to do a postgrad, either a masters or a
PhD.Most people in the field now have one of the 2. Anyone can do a PhD, you just have to love
the area you’re studying and work hard.

Maybe try and get some boat handling or dive if you like this type of thing, they are great skills
to have on the CV for marine science. Try and sign up for a bursary or work experience in your
area of interest.Don’t be afraid to ask questions and when the time comes, apply for jobs even
if you think you won’t get it, you never know.

What advice would you give to young people who are considering a career in marine
biology?

What question about the marine environment and/or marine species would you most like
an answer to?

Such a difficult question, there is so much more we could do with acoustic and satellite
technologies.In the future, with the need for renewables and climate change there are going to
be so many more questions as well.

I guess from the SeaMonitor focus and our work at the MI predominantly being associated to
Atlantic salmon, it would be good to get a better understanding on their migration routes and
when and why they choose them. It is such a charismatic species, coming home from the
ocean to spawn.Protecting salmon numbers is very important to keep them coming back. It
would be great to build on all the work we’ve done throughout the SeaMonitor project too.
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Main highlight has to be the basking shark tagging. Firstly, to do this type of tagging the
weather has to be nice, the sea calm and when you see these animals, their sheer size and
presence, it takes your breath away. 

Another highlight for me, has been the analysis of our data, it’s great to design an experiment,
deploy and then get the data back to make sense of. Seeing the results plotted out in front of
you and understanding what it means is satisfying.


