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Foreword

When | came to the National Museum of Natural History in Washington in 1972,
examination and collection of samples from stranded marine mammals was under-
taken on a catch-as-catch-can basis. There were virtually no standards for any
operations. That year witnessed the passage of the Marine Mammal Protection Act
and signalled the start of major changes in scientific and public awareness of the
problems marine mammals were facing. At the same time, legal statutes restricted
access to stranded animals, and laid the groundwork for organized regional
networks to oversee the collection of specimens and data.

In 1977, and again ten years later, workshops drew together members of those
networks to share experiences and reinforce the call for detailed and standardized
investigation of strandings. Still, workers in the field had no ready source of
information on what to collect and how to do it. We have all been frustrated at one
time or another to find important data missing from a stranding record, or searched
in vain for voucher specimens to confirm the identity of a rare animal. And it is clear
that without information on age, sex and reproductive status, tissue samples for
toxicological analysis are almost useless. The protocols described in this manual are
designed to ensure that the efforts of those investigating strandings result in the
maximum gain for marine mammal science.

So much of the life history of marine mammals has been learned through the
perseverance of loyal members of stranding networks. | am pleased to see this
reference book that brings the knowledge to become a productive member of any
stranding team within everyone’s reach.

James G. Mead

Curator, Marine Mammals

National Museum of Natural History
Smithsonian Institution

o ooooooooooo0oo0oo0oooooooo oo oo

For the general public, marine mammals are one of the most conspicuous
components of marine biological diversity. Any that come ashore dead or ill raise the
level of uneasiness about the health of our oceans. This has been particularly true
over the past decade, when the incidence of large-scale die-offs of seals, dolphins
and other species seems to have accelerated. However disturbing these events,
stranded specimens provide a rare opportunity to learn about marine mammal
biology, illness and mortality. Data and specimens gathered carefully over time
continue to provide biological information on known species, and, indeed, new
species are still being described.

However, knowledge arising from marine mammals washed ashore grows in
small increments. Every piece of information must be obtained in a standardized,
systematic way for the records to be dependable over the long term. Such



consistency is difficult to achieve and requires protocols. Dedicated volunteers,
students and newcomers to marine mammal stranding networks are a godsend for
assistance with data collection during these events, and often are the only ones
available to deal with strandings on short notice. However, even for those with
advanced training in biology, there is no established coursework to prepare them for
this task; expertise is gained slowly through hands-on experience. Without a mentor,
novices can be rightfully overwhelmed by their first encounter with a large, ripening
beach-cast carcass, a gathering crowd, an incoming tide and looming nightfall.

Although there is no formal coursework, there is now a textbook! This field guide
is a splendid contribution, and is easy to read and follow. The contents span topics
such as organization of response teams, legal and regulatory requirements, identi-
fication and natural history, anatomy, handling and sampling protocols, safety, and
public relations. Having access to this reference in their field kits will give the
psychological and technical muscle new participants will need to carry out their work.
Although written from a North American perspective, the guide will be an exception-
ally valuable resource for non-specialists who work in remote regions without access
to stranding networks or experienced senior personnel. The faithful application of
techniques described herein can lead to the accumulation of meaningful knowledge
on marine mammals in all parts of the world. This opens significant doors, because
the greater the rate at which we learn about marine mammal biology, the greater the
possibilities for averting future crises for this vital component of biological diversity
along our shorelines.

Thomas J. O’Shea

Assistant Director

National Ecology Research Center
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service



A Personal Note to the Reader

Marine mammals have foundered ashore over the ages, for reasons that are now
becoming understood—and popularized. Anyone exposed to the daily media is
aware that a lone seal pup howling on the beach or a whale thrashing too close to
shore or a manatee stuck in a culvert needs help. For those who wish to lend a
hand, there are numerous ways to find out when to act, how to proceed, expected
outcomes, and the value of getting involved in the first place. For direction one can
turn to scientific and popular writings, burgeoning files from stranding centers, and
the wisdom of veteran rescuers. The material is not easy to obtain and is about as
varied as a beachcomber’s cache.

The National Marine Fisheries Service, the agency responsible for protecting and
managing most of the nation’s marine mammals, saw the need to analyze and
condense this information into a practical manual to serve its nationwide marine
mammal stranding network. Thus arose this Field Guide.

It is intended for the person planning to become involved, and for those already
active in stranding programs who would benefit from knowing what others have
learned. Chapters on Historical Perspectives and Organization show that what one
can accomplish alone, an organized team can do faster, safer and with better results.
The book takes the reader through a spectrum of options for dealing with stranded
animals of each major group (pinnipeds, cetaceans, manatees, sea otters), from the
first approach on the beach, to immediate release and rehabilitation, to euthanasia
for those beyond hope. A comprehensive plan is offered for gathering scientifically
valuable specimens and data from animals living or dead. Throughout, we take into
account the right of the public to withess and become involved in stranding
operations, using each event as an educational opportunity.

Some topics are touched upon briefly. Although the text describes clinical
techniques, medical conditions demanding emergency care, and ways to transport
animals, we deliberately avoid any attempt to teach procedures that must be left to
qualified personnel. The sections on rehabilitation present only an overview of basic
husbandry programs. It is written less for the care-giver than for the person on the
beach who wishes and perhaps needs to know what happens once the animal is
taken to a facility. Such topics as life history and mortality have been written
concisely, with emphasis on natural and human-related processes that play a role
in stranding events.

We wrote this book from a U.S. perspective, while recognizing that marine
mammal movements and habitats are not limited by national boundaries. We would
like to have included all of North America but were limited by available literature and
other sources of data from adjacent countries. Coverage is thus somewhat thin, for
example, on Baja California and the Gulf of California, while eastern Mexico and
most of the Canadian Arctic are excluded. Any bias toward New England can
probably be traced to Salisbury Beach and Plum Island at the mouth of the Merrimac
River, where the authors JRG and VJL (strangers then) respectively spent their
childhood days.



We probed the literature, used our own experiences, and sought advice from
more than 50 colleagues from eight countries to help identify approaches and action
plans that work. Our choice of reference material was ultimately restricted by the
book’s small format. We therefore offer as many review articles and general works
as possible, with more specialized publications used selectively. The bibliography
should provide at least a starting point for anyone wishing to pursue a topic in more
depth.

The format of this book is our own and we are entirely responsible for its factual
content. We ask the reader to bring any inaccuracies or shortcomings to our
attention, and to offer suggestions on how the next edition might be improved.

We hope this Field Guide offers some useful and enjoyable reading in the office
or the lab. But it will earn its salt as a reliable companion if it helps to rescue a
distressed animal, or enables us to learn more about environmental circumstances
and behavioral and medical conditions that force marine mammals from their world
into ours.

Joseph R. Geraci
Valerie J. Lounsbury
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RETEIENCES .t 249
1.1. Animals

Early in the evolution of mammals, a variety of forms began to explore
the sea as an alternative to living on land. Many of those attempts were
unsuccessful, and some varieties came and went without making a
lasting mark. Others—muskrats, otters and seals—have partially adapted,
while still preserving vital ties to the shore. The cetaceans (whales and
dolphins) and sirenians (manatees and dugongs) alone are completely
and only at home in water.

Adjusting to the marine environment required the modification of
numerous body systems. The proficient divers—pinnipeds and ceta-
ceans—demonstrate a host ofanatomic and physiologic adaptations
for efficiently acquiring, storing and utilizing oxygen. Some of the more
apparent features are:

* lungs made firm and “springy” by small coils of cartilage that encircle
the airways throughout, permitting the lungs to virtually snap open
after a dive

» alarge volume of blood that is quite dark owing to its rich supply of
oxygen-carrying hemoglobin

* an expansive circulatory system with intriguing reservoirs (thoracic
rete in cetaceans, hepatic venous sinus in pinnipeds) for storing blood
until it is needed, or for re-routing it elsewhere

* muscles that are dark, often nearly black with myoglobin, a pigment
that can store extra oxygen for release during long dives

For overall thermal protection, otters and fur seals depend on a
blanket of thick fur. Cetaceans and other pinnipeds rely instead on
blubber, a tissue that is mostly fat. By regulating blood circulation, a
marine mammal is able to deal with extreme variations in temperature
when swimming from the surface to the bottom or from one region to
another.



Blubber has other important roles besides providing insulation. The
tissue is buoyant and enables the animal to remain at the surface to
breathe and rest there without effort. Marine mammals drink little sea
water and draw most of their fresh water from food. During fasting, or
when prey is scarce, fat from the blubber is released for energy, and, like
thatin a camel’s hump, produces crucial fresh water as a by-product. To
endow her newborn with precious blubber, a mother hooded seal will
transfer enough fat-rich milk to the pup for it to double its body weight
within four days of birth (an average gain of 6.5 kg/day), while losing
about 30 kg of blubber herself2.

As vital, but less obvious, are the adaptations for coping with the
demanding nature of the saltwater environment itself. The skin of all
marine mammals is impervious to sea water. To achieve this impen-
etrable state, the epidermis of cetaceans employs extraordinary cells
tightly woven into an architecture that is unigue among mammals. The
adrenal gland’s response to stress both in cetaceans and pinnipeds also
serves to protect the animals from surrounding sea water. Aldosterone
released from the adrenal cortex causes the animal to retain its own salt
and water, freeing it from the need to drink any quantity of sea water. By
this mechanism, an animal in stress becomes physiologically isolated
from the external environment.

These adaptations enable an otter, for example, to keep warm in icy
waters, a baleen whale to migrate thousands of kilometers over several
months while fasting, a sperm whale to breath-hold for hour-long dives
to 2,000 meters or more, and a seal pup to begin life with energy
reserves in place. On the other hand, failure of a system can jeopardize
the tenuous shield protecting the animal from its environment. An animal
that cannot eat for whatever reason becomes thin. With less blubber, it
must work harder simply to stay afloat and keep warm, thereby burning
more energy that depletes more fat—its only remaining source of
nourishment and water. The life-draining spiral tightens rapidly, and its
effect can be seen in animals that come ashore to strand. Many are
emaciated, dehydrated, and exhausted.

1.2. Defining a Stranded Animal

A“strand”is a beach, orland bordering a body of water, and stranded
is defined as having run aground. The latter term also describes any
creature having been left in a helpless position, such as a marine
mammal that falters ashore ill, weak, or simply lost. The expression
mass-stranded , while not so enshrined in convention, generally refers
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to a simultaneous stranding of two or more cetaceans other than a
female and her calf?®.

Mass die-off refers to mortality on a large scale. The term does not
describe the cause of death, the number of species involved, nor
whether any animals came ashore, but merely the outcome. Mass die-
offs have resulted from rapidly spreading viruses such as influenza and
phocine distemper!?.14.20.27 parasitic infection'®, and long-term inges-
tion of algal toxins®. Each of these events has brought hundreds or
thousands of animals ashore, but none in the manner that could be
called a “mass stranding”.

Since shore is not the only place where a marine mammal is helpless,
a strandling is routinely defined as an animal that cannot cope in its
present situation or—borrowing from aviation vocabulary—one that is
outside its survival envelope. That includes an arctic seal in Florida
waters, a manatee immobilized after a vessel strike, an ice-bound gray
whale, orphaned dependent offspring, a dolphin swimming aimlessly, or
an otter drenched with oil. This enlarged concept of stranding calls for
help as a preventive measure and highlights the quandary of deciding
when to act.

Some writers distinguish between strandings and beachings , the
latter referring to animals cast ashore already dead. For scientific
purposes it is useful to adopt that distinction when it can be made, that
is, when the animal’s condition on arrival is known. Otherwise, the
common tendency is to use “stranded” for any live or dead speci-
men13,18_

1.3. Of What Interest Is a Stranded Animal?

History is full of references to beached marine mammals. In pre-
historic New England and on the Pacific coast, carcasses were used for
food and featured prominently in Indian mythology. Maushop, the
legendary giant who was said to live on the Massachusetts island of
Martha’s Vineyard, fished for whales.Those he didn't eat, he cast ashore
to share with his friends. Pilgrims later proposed to nhame what is now
Wellfleet Bay on Cape Cod “Grampus Bay” (“grampus” was a common
term for “dolphin”) because of the frequency of strandings there. Some
of the first laws enacted in the New England colonies were to establish
the ownership of beached whale carcasses.

As the shore developed into a fashionable dwelling place, the occur-
rence of a seal or whale on a beach must have been a curiosity at best,
and at worst a nuisance. But they had value, too. Strandings furnished



some of the first cetaceans for live displays'® and were a source of
specimens for museum exhibits and curios for coastal dwellers. Adorn-
ing our laboratory is a handsome walrus skull from the relict East Coast
population, dredged not from the ocean floor, but from a bushel of acorn
squash in a small village store in Quebec’s lles de la Madeleine.

So evident was the scientific potential of stranded animals , that
Frederick True, noted cetologist and one of the first curators of the
National Museum of Natural History (Smithsonian Institution) , or-

ganized a marine mammal stranding program along the East Coast
more than a century ago®®. Through successive marine mammalogists,
and particularly since 1972 under the guidance of Marine Mammal
Curator James Mead, the Smithsonian is now regarded not only for its
traditional collection of marine mammal skulls and skeletons, but also for
its archive of photographs, measurements, stomach contents, repro-
ductive organs, teeth for age determination, samples for toxicologic
analysis and genetic studies, parasites, and even samples of diseased
tissues.

Such efforts worldwide have been rewarded. The existence of some
marine mammal species is known only from strandings. Details accumu-
lated over the years have furnished pictures of growth rates, age at
maturity, gestation period, birth intervals, reproductive season, and
longevity of numerous species!’-?6, We have learned about individual
illnesses and wholesale mortalities caused by viruses, bacteria, para-
sites, and algal toxins*810.1221 and the types, amount, geographic
sources, and trends in the levels of oceanic contaminants'>6:25,

How this scientific information relates to conservation measures
and policy depends on the species. The animals that strand most
commonly are generally those that are most abundant, and for that
reason, “rehabilitating” a harbor seal in New England or a California sea
lion for eventual release will not likely benefit either population in any
way. In fact, releasing one carrying infectious organisms is apt to be
harmful. The rescue of an endangered monk seal is another matter;
every addition will have a measurable effect on the very small popula-
tion. Still, only time may tell whether reintroducing any creature that was
“weeded out” in the first place is, in the long term, beneficial to the wild
population.

The average person today would not respond to a stranding merely
because the animal has some scientific value. If collecting scientific
information were the only motivation, the next harbor seal to stagger
onto a beach would probably be left abandoned. More often, we are
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moved by the humane need to help an animal in distress . Beyond
that, marine mammals have taken on a new role that is reflected in the
way we view them and how we react when any one of them comes
ashore. Manatees crippled by boats are a steady reminder of how we
indulge our recreational activities at the expense of wildlife. Otters killed
by oil expose the growing ambivalence between our desire to protect
fragile coastal ecosystems and our demands on industry to exploit these
areas for economic benefit. Any mass stranding of whales is certain to
rekindle arguments over the possible role of pollutants, of which the
ocean has plenty. Marine mammals, it seems, have become a totem of
our battle for a fresh, clean environment. We search the beaches for
evidence of casualties and find stranded animals. We can only specu-
late on how many are victims of our excesses, but each and every one
of them helps us keep the vigil.

1.4. Development of Stranding Response Programs

The vast body of literature on strandings consists mostly of reports of
single animals. Earlier accounts, though valuable for their detail, were
not integrated into any overall scheme that gave an accurate reflection
of stranding patterns and distribution. To be truly valuable, data have
to be collected in a consistent way, on the greatest possible
number of specimens, and over a long period of time. Only then can
the information contribute to an understanding of the size, shifts or
movements in a population, and factors underlying natural mortality. A
unified plan was needed to collect this kind of information.

The Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972 gave the federal
government jurisdiction over marine mammals in the United States. By
protecting them from capture or harassment, and prohibiting the taking
of parts from carcasses except by those specifically authorized to do so,
the Act was a driving force to organize formal regional stranding
response networks.

Initially, scientists working with stranded animals were required to
obtain a research permit. But such a requirement was unworkable and
meant that research opportunities were missed. Because of these
concerns, the U.S. Marine Mammal Commission sponsored a work-
shop in 1977, in Athens, Georgia, at which 42 scientists from 19 states,
Canada and England met to discuss marine mammal strandings. The
presentations covered every conceivable topic and generated lively
debate on arange of issues that ultimately led to 10 recommendations't.
One recommendation was to establish the framework for a National



Stranding Alert Network with regional centers and a central data file,
coordinated by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS)

The workshop served as a springboard for the formation of a national
stranding plan in the United States. Centers have been organized within
each of the NMFS administrative regions; data are being compiled—
regionally by member institutions and state agencies, and nationally by
the NMFS, Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and the Smithsonian
Institution . The integration of these activities made it possible for the
National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST)  to establish
an archive for tissues from stranded animals.

The Second Marine Mammal Stranding Workshop, held in Miami,
Florida, in 198722, reviewed the history and achievements of the national
plan, region by region, and consolidated a scheme for collecting and
archiving data. The range of scientific presentations highlighted the
value of using stranded animals to advance our understanding of marine
mammal biology from the population to the cellular and molecular level.

The decade of the 1980s witnessed the expansion of organized
stranding programs in other countries as well. From Australia came the
“Victorian Whale Rescue Plan?8, the first step-by-step approach to
organizing a civic stranding response. A 1983 workshop on strandings
sponsored by the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
(RSPCA) produced a brief account of first-aid for cetaceans on the
beach?*. Another manual was prepared in New Zealand for training
personnel in marine mammal rescue?. The richest popular document of
the decade was Frank Robson’s book Strandings: Ways to Save
Whales?3. It is a splendidly detailed narrative of a retired fisherman’s
life-long devotion and personal investment in a field few others knew, or
cared much about. Scientific scrutiny aside, everyone will profit from
reading it.

It is unlikely that any new stranding plan can be developed without
borrowing extensively from previous thought and experience. Wilkinsor?®,
in a review of marine mammal stranding networks in the United States,
analyzed past and current operations, identified strengths and weak-
nesses within each, and offered recommendations for overall improve-
ment. Response networks will thus continue to evolve. The goals,
however, seem already well established:

* Provide for the welfare of live animals .
* Minimize risk to public health and safety
» Support scientific investigation

» Advance public education .


Information Update
1.  The Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program

Marine Mammal stranding networks (for cetaceans and pinnipeds except walruses) in the United States make up one facet of a comprehensive National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) program called the Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program (MMHSRP). This program was established in the late 1980s in response to concern about marine mammal strandings along U.S. shorelines. The MMHSRP goals are to: 1) facilitate collection and dissemination of data, 2) assess health trends in marine mammal populations, 3) correlate health with available data on physical, chemical, environmental, and biological parameters, and 4) coordinate effective responses to unusual mortality events (Becker et al. 1994). 

Volunteer stranding networks, authorized through Letters of Authority from the NMFS regional offices, have been established in all coastal states. NMFS oversees, coordinates, and authorizes stranding response activities through a National Coordinator and five regional coordinators (Wilkinson 1996). 

In response to a coastal bottlenose dolphin die-off in 1987-88, NMFS established a Working Group on Unusual Marine Mammal Mortality Events to: 1) establish criteria for determining when an unusual mortality event is underway and 2) provide guidance for responding to such events. The National Contingency Plan (Wilkinson 1996), as well as regional and species-specific plans, have also been developed to help organize effective response efforts and investigations.
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2.1. The Stranding Network
The objectives of a stranding network are:

» to provide rapid and effective action that will best serve the well-being
of the stranded animal(s)

 to protect the public while acting on its concern
» to gain maximum scientific information

Essential elements of a network include an emergency response
team with a veterinary component; logistic support and equipment for
moving animals; a facility for medical treatment and rehabilitation; and
a complement of scientists able to collect, analyze, and archive speci-
mens and data. To function as a unit, the network requires formal
training programs and practice drills, uniform protocols, and a spirit of
group effort maintained through solid lines of communication.

Stranding networks in the U.S. are nominally based on the adminis-
trative regions of the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) . For
the purposes of this field guide, it is more practical to establish zoogeo-
graphic zones based on species distribution and stranding records
(Fig. 2.1). This scheme disregards state or national boundaries, as well
as regions established by NMFS, but will help to predict the types of
activity one may expect in a particular area (see 5.3, 5.12, 6.3, 6.13).

2.2. Regulatory Authority

The network must function within the legal framework established by
various federal, state and regional authorities, and cooperate with them
to ensure effective action and long-term goals. TheU.S. Marine Mam-
mal Protection Act specifically prohibits the collection of animals (live
or dead) or parts from them, or any form of harassment, detention or
restraint, however temporary. Exceptions are permitted for government
officials acting in the course of their duties, and for other authorized
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Fig. 2.1. U.S. National Marine Fisheries Service Stranding Network jurisdictions
compared to regions based on marine mammal distribution in U.S. and adjacent
waters. Areas 3 and 8, notably smaller than the others, are transition zones between
generally differing northern and southern fauna. The few strandings that do occur in
these zones may be of animals from either of the adjacent regions.

individuals, when the action is essential to protect the animal’s or the
public’'s welfare.

Itis clear that a person wanting to help an animal on the beach must
first obtain permission. One approach is for an individual or organization
to apply to NMFS for aletter of authorization , which will allow work with
cetaceans and all pinnipeds except the walrus. Walruses, sea otters and
manatees are under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service , which must authorize any work involving these species. Amore
common way to become involved is to associate with persons or
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institutions already authorized as members of marine mammal strand-
ing networks.

Many coastal states have enforcement officers with statewide (Ma-
rine Patrol, Fish and Game personnel) or local (park rangers) jurisdic-
tion. The geographic limits and laws governing these jurisdictions must
be respected by network members. In some areas, state law enforce-
ment officers may be under formal contract with the regulating federal
agency to assist in strandings.

Local police are invaluable participants in a stranding response.
They have legal authority over all activities on the beach and can
maintain order and protect animals by limiting access to the site,
erecting barriers if necessary, and controlling crowds and vehicles.
Police must supervise the use of firearms and may agree to oversee the
distribution of controlled substances such as anesthetics and euthana-
sia solutions. During mass strandings, a representative of the Law
Enforcement Branch of NMFS may assist local police in support of
network activities. Harbormasters and animal control officers may ren-
der additional assistance.

The Coast Guard ’s obligatory role in a stranding is limited to situa-
tions involving risk to human life or hazards to navigation. They have
excellent equipment and trained personnel and often go far beyond their
duties to provide valuable support in transporting team members to
remote stranding sites, providing foul-weather gear, and hauling beached
carcasses to sea.

2.3. The Operations Center

Each NMFS region has a stranding coordinator and at least one
stranding Operations Center, served by satellite units that might include
aquariums, dedicated stranding facilities, research stations, museums,
and state departments of wildlife or conservation.

The basic role of the Operations Center is to provide acontinually
monitored telephone service for receiving and verifying stranding
reports and to coordinate the response. Those organizations of potential
benefit to the stranding network (police, Coast Guard, municipal authori-
ties, centers for education and research, wildlife and conservation
groups) should be informed of the Center’s existence. The Operations
Center should also:

» organize and administer the regional network
* train staff and volunteers
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» notify and work with federal and local authorities

e maintain a communications link among all network elements
» promote public awareness of the network’s activities

» coordinate the response from the Center or closest satellite
» gather and archive data

» report findings to the appropriate government agency

» keep track of samples dispersed to authorized individuals

The Center’'s effectiveness hinges on local resources and atti-
tudes, which will vary seasonally and among communities. It is unreal-
istic to expect an enthusiastic response on all holidays or during foul
weather. Local officials must be presented with a strong plan of action
and the reasons behind it. Otherwise, the townsfolk may be tempted
simply to push alive animal out to sea, in hopes that if it does re-strand,
it will be somewhere else.

The Operations Center should maintain current files on the capabili-
ties of each coastal community within the region—physicians or hospi-
tals in the vicinity (for emergency care of staff), beach conditions and
obstacles likely to impede or influence the safety of the rescuers—and
plan responses accordingly. Personnel must be aware of ordinances
regulating such activities as carcass dissection (on the beach), disposal,
and transport across town or state lines.

Except in areas where the coastline is continuously monitored by
wildlife agencies, strandings are usually reported by the public. Each
town may have its delegated or volunteer contact person, perhaps the
animal control or conservation officer, harbormaster, or others with a
particular interest. Once familiarized with the network’s program, these
liaisons can expedite the stranding response, while keeping the commu-
nity informed.

2.4. The Response Team

Responsibilities

The composition of a response team depends on the type and
frequency of animals coming ashore in the region. Different strate-
gies are required for oiled sea otters, traumatized manatees and
mass-stranded pilot whales. Common to all situations, however, is
the basic need for the team to:

» respond rapidly
» contact local authorities upon arrival


Reminder
2.  Communication among stranding networks

An effective stranding response program requires good communication between neighboring stranding networks and, in the U.S., between neighboring jurisdictions through communication between NMFS (or FWS) regional coordinators. On a broader scale, open lines of communication between neighboring countries can be vital to a successful investigation. Unusual events associated with environmental conditions or infectious disease may result in strandings or illness over a broad geographic range. Long after the investigation has concluded, return of rehabilitated animals to suitable habitat may involve release in foreign waters. Ideally, agreements for cooperation between networks and government agencies, national and international, should be in place beforehand. Staying informed of developments in neighboring regions is especially vital to the recognition and investigation of unusual events.
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+ evaluate the situation
* provide emergency care

» arrange to take action (release, transport, necropsy, specimen and
data collection, and photographic documentation)

+ enlist local assistance

» provide information to the public and media

» protect public health and ensure safety

e maintain a communications link with the Operations Center

Recruiting

The core team requires a wide range of expertise. Apart from the
obvious priorities (rescue, first aid, euthanasia, necropsy, etc.) is the
need to organize others, deal with the public and media, make phone
calls, maintain records, run errands, and provide for the comfort of
beleaguered colleagues too preoccupied to look after themselves. No
individual can perform all these tasks. People differ in their interests,
levels of skill, emotional make-up, and philosophical beliefs. Know your
team and utilize their potential.

Experienced persons can be recruited from aquariums, research
stations, veterinary clinics, academic institutions, and wildlife and con-
servation groups. A number of teams with similar training may be
required to cover awide geographic range. Additional volunteers with no
previous experience can be recruited and trained by the core group to
provide extended support.

The size of the team is determined by the species and number of
animals, their distribution, and the conditions under which they strand.
Situations demanding prolonged work in water or exposure to cold
require additional personnel for auxiliary teams (see Chapter 12). An
archive of information on the size and composition of teams required
under similar conditions in the past will aid in future planning.

Training

Training programs can use lectures, workshops, demonstrations and
audio-visual material to develop and maintain essential skills. Topics
should include:

» purpose of the Network

* marine mammal biology

» stranding theories

» expected types of events; planning for each

» work standards; importance of persisting with assigned tasks
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 rationale and criteria involved in decisions (see Chapter 4)
» handling and transport procedures

« first aid

» marking and tagging

» public and media relations (see Chapter 3)

» personal needs of the field party

 dissection techniques (see Chapter 10)

» collecting specimens and data (see Chapter 10)
» disposal of carcasses (see Chapter 11)

» health and safety concerns (see Chapter 12)
 the follow-up (see Chapter 13)

Trained team members can offer basic instruction to satellite groups,
communities where strandings are frequent, local authorities, and vol-
unteers enlisted at the site. Interest can be sustained through periodic
workshops, demonstrations, simulated stranding drills, and the distribu-
tion of literature and newsletters.

All strandings require a core team with a high level of skill. Mass
strandings also need auxiliary personnel, not necessarily trained,
whose greatest assets are their energy and willingness to cooper-
ate. Their tasks must be clearly defined and supervised.

The importance of working within the person’s level of skill should be
stressed. Anidentification card given to each member, coded to indicate
the dates and degree of training, will facilitate task assignments at the
site. Those familiar with equipment and animal handling can be quickly
assigned to teams providing basic care and support. Others may be
more qualified for dissection and sampling, or for staff support, commu-
nications or administrative duties.

Practice Drills

Practice drills are an exercise in getting the team to a given place on
time. A poor system of notification will be apparent at this point, and
members who consistently fail to appear may be generally undepend-
able. Drills reviewing each stage of the response are an effective way to
check the condition of equipment, test strategies, practice safety mea-
sures, and correct defects before problems occur. Game plans can be
developed for the types of animals and strandings in the region. A beach
cleanup is an example of a good organizational drill that, in addition,
generates positive media and community support.
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2.5. Logistic Support

Equipment

The Operations Center should maintain a depot of basic equipment
for restraint, transport, dissection and sampling, medical procedures
and supportive care (see also Appendix A: Suggested Field Equip-
ment). Cranes, front-end loaders, boats, vehicles and other large items,
are usually borrowed at the site from sources identified in advance. One
team member should be responsible for coordinating this effort. At the
stranding site, medical, dissecting and marking equipment, and data
forms are best secured in a central store supervised by a trained person
responsible for their distribution to team members.

General categories of equipment

Heavy machinery and haulage equipment: obtainable from state,
county and municipal public works departments, and from private
sources (a professional operator or contractor can help with the selec-
tion)