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Live cetacean strandings, clinical 
management and response

Tonya Wimmer

Executive Director, MARS

twimmer@marineanimals.ca

© BDMLR

Marine Animal Response Society

Formed in 1999
Maritime provinces reporting hotline: 1-866-567-6277

Goals:
Conservation and protection of marine animals in Canada

Strategies:
- Investigating and documenting incidents via effective, timely, 

consistent and safe response

- Education and Outreach

- Marine Mammal Medic Training
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Quebec

Newfoundland

Labrador

New 
Brunswick

USA

Maritime Marine Animal Response Network

Supporting Partners and Agencies 
• Parks Canada, Environment Canada, Provinces
• US and other international colleagues

Fisheries & Oceans 
Canada

Marine Animal Emergency Response 
in the Maritime Provinces
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Marine Animal Emergency Response 
in the Maritime Provinces

Whale, dolphin 
and porpoise 

incidents,  
1990 - 2014

Spatial distribution of incidents

Density of incidents

1990 – 2014:

- 988 incidents
- 23 species
- 1260 individuals
- 36% at risk species
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Uko Gorter ©2015

Worldwide (89 Species)

Uko Gorter ©2015

Maritime Provinces (22 Species)

Uko Gorter ©2015

Blue whale *

North Atlantic right whale *

Northern bottlenose whale *

Beluga whale *Fin whale *

Sowerby’s beaked whale *

Harbour porpoise *

Sei whale

COSEWIC Assessment Status:
Endangered
Threatened
Special Concern
Data Deficient

* Listed and protected under 
Species at Risk Act
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Need for trained responders

• Minimize risks to public health and safety
• Appropriately address animal welfare concerns
• Collection of valuable data, samples and documentation

• research and management 
• monitoring health, human impacts and conservation efforts

NEAQ

If trained groups don’t respond….. 
…..someone else will
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Cetacean Strandings

Initial Report
• Gather information about the stranding

- Species, size of the animal, alive or dead

- Number of animals and condition

- Detailed location 

- Tides, weather

- Road access

- Inform and consult network partners

- Decide best course of action
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Hazard Mitigation

• Designate a safety officer
• First aid training
• On site paramedic
• Appropriate PPE

Hazard Mitigation

Situational Awareness
• tides
• time of day
• beach topography
• sea state (don’t work in heavy surf)
• Weather

• Condition of responders
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Hazard Mitigation
Physical Injury

Keep away from cetacean’s tail

Be aware of the size, weight 
and strength of the animal

© BDMLR

Hazard Mitigation
Zoonotic Disease

• Use disposable gloves

• Avoid eating and 

drinking

• Wash your hands

• Avoid exhaled air

© BDMLR
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• Confirm cetacean is alive

• Stabilize the animal

• Health assessment & prognosis

• Data collection

Initial Response & Stabilization

Confirm Cetacean is Alive

• Blowhole
• Pectoral fin reflex
• Eyelid reflex
• Corneal reflex

© BDMLR
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Stabilize the Animal

Objectives: 
• Protect them from sun, 

heat and drying wind

• Prevent further injury

• Reduce stress, calm the 
animal

• Make them comfortable

Stabilize the Animal

Caution:
• Blowhole – don’t block or 

put water in it

• Skin – sensitive, keep cool

• Appendages – sensitive, 
no bone in tail or dorsal 
fin, flippers easily 
dislocated

• Minimize stress – keep 
noise and contact to a 
minimum
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Stabilize the Animal

• Move the animal out of the surf

• Support in an upright position

• Cover with sheets, towels or 
seaweed 

• Pour water over the animal from 
a source close to the skin 
(avoids a startle reflex)

Stabilize the Animal

• Dig trenches under flippers 
& flukes 

• Provide shade or shelter to 
protect from sun & wind

• Remove sharp rocks or 
hazardous objects from 
the area and beneath the 
animal

• Flush eyes with saline or 
salt water

© BDMLR
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Are Stabilization Efforts Working?

Monitor breathing
• Small cetacean (dolphin) : 

2-5 breaths/min

• Medium cetacean (pilot whale): 
1-2 breath/min 

• Large cetacean (sperm whale): 
1 breath/20min

Behaviour
• Alert/responsive or 

unresponsive

• Calm or thrashing?
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Pre-Stranding Behaviour

• Swimming in tight circles
• Feeding in area prior to stranding
• Running into objects
• Unusual positions for long periods

• Alert: aware, responsive to environmental stimuli
• Weakly responsive: responsive only after much 

stimulation
• Non-responsive: not responding to noise or touch, 

no corneal reflex

Stranding Behaviour
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• Persistent flexion and tremors
• Nystagmus – wandering, uncoordinated or aimless 

eye movement
• Menace reflex 

Stranding Behaviour

Stranding time

Time on beach is a crucial factor:    

• Porpoises & dolphins (<3m): 12hrs

• Small toothed whales (3-6m): 12 hrs

• Large toothed whales (>6m): 6hrs

• Small baleen whales (<6m): 12 hrs

• Large baleen whales (>6m): 6 hrs

(Andrew Brownlow)
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Options for stranded animals

• Rehabilitation – get medical help

• Refloatation – get animal back in water

• Euthanize – put animal to sleep / kill

• Let nature take it’s course

© BDMLR
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Refloatation

Safety requirements:

• Beach & environmental 
conditions are favourable
and no obstacles in 
planned path

• Enough people  

• Safety boats, if possible

• Appropriate equipment is 
available

Operational briefing

• Keep animal comfortable 
• Cover in sheets, keep cool & moist
• Monitor breathing
• Lift in stretchers with pectoral fins 

folded down
• Cushion body using air mattresses

Caution:
• Avoid dragging animal over rocky 

beaches if possible
• Do not pick them up by flippers or 

drag by flukes
• Do not roll the animal completely 

over 

Transportation

© BDMLR
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• Plan your travel path & coordinate 
safe lifting

• Move into waist deep water, 
supporting with a stretcher or 
hands

• Keep blowhole above water and 
don’t let go right away

Refloatation of Animals <10 feet

© BDMLR

© BDMLR

• Rock animal gently from side to 
side 

• Resolve equilibrium, circulation, 
muscle stiffness

• Monitor behaviour

- Powerful tail motions

- Listing

- Tremors & persistent flexion

• Release when ready 

Refloatation of Animals <10 feet

© BDMLR

© BDMLR
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Refloatation of Animals 10-20 feet

Use refloatation pontoons

- Provides stability on land

- Provides stability and 
control in the water

- Must know how and when 
to use them

Refloatation of Animals 10-20 feet

Use refloatation pontoons

- Hold alongside boat to take 
animal to deeper water

- Lift or transport the animal

- Modifications for large 
dolphins

Mats alone can be used to drag
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• 2 sets of pontoons

Refloatation of Animals 20-35 feet

© Alamy

Hazards

• Foot entrapment, drowning

• Stay well clear of blowhole and tail fluke

• Have spotters for anyone working close to whale

• Have escape route if animal starts to thrash

Refloatation of Animals >35 feet
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Do not pull by flukes, pec or dorsal fins

Do not roll the animal completely over

Towing:

– Lifting is impossible, done by dragging when water highest

– Use ropes placed carefully and with padding

– Must have quick release system for ropes!

Refloatation of Animals >35 feet

Dredging out area or digging trench

Mass Strandings

• 2 + animals

• Pelagic species, highly social (sperm whales, 
pilot whales, Atlantic white-sided dolphin)

• Coordination is essential

© Project Jonah
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Mass Strandings

• Stabilize and assess all animals (triage)

• Release animals together if possible

© IFAW

Mass Strandings

• Take lead animal out first (large female)

• Hold lead animal with head towards shore, may call other 
animals out
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Post-Release Monitoring

• May head towards shore or other beaches
• Use of marks or tagging

© IFAW

1-866-567-6277

www.marineanimals.ca

Follow MARS on Facebook!

Want to volunteer? 

Email: volunteer@marineanimals.ca

* Possession of this material does not provide authorization for responding to marine animals 
in Canada. If interested, contact MARS for more information.


