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Exploring Our Marine
•	�Bioluminescence is the production and emission of light by an organism. 

Bioluminescence is found in many marine creatures, from the ocean’s surface to the 
deep sea. 

•	�One of the most spectacular displays of bioluminescence is sometimes called 
‘sea sparkle’ and is caused by the phytoplankton species Noctiluca scintillans. 
In the dark, this phytoplankton species emits a blue glow on the ocean’s surface.

•	�This phytoplankton species produces flashes of light when they are disturbed by 
waves on the shore or from the waves of a boat. Scientists believe that 
bioluminescence may be used as defence against predators or attract larger predators. 

•	�Displays of sea sparkle are a rare sight, as the phytoplankton species must be in 
abundance and have the right climatic conditions to create an algal bloom. Algal 
bloom events for Noctiluca scintillans are caused by calm and warm sea conditions. 

•	�Displays of bioluminescence have been sighted in Ireland’s coastal areas in the past, 
mainly in Kerry and Cork, and typically observed during the summer months. 

•	�The Marine Institute has dedicated Phytoplankton Laboratories in Galway and Bantry 
Bay, Co Cork and operates a weekly national monitoring programme that monitors 
coastal waters around Ireland in aquaculture productions areas to identify the 
phytoplankton species present and algal blooms throughout the year. 

Bioluminesence

Bioluminescent wave at Derrynane, Co Kerry, Ireland. 
Photo by Vincent Hyland / Wild Derrynane. 
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