National Marine Fisheries Service

Alaska Regional Office

Alaska Marine Mammal Stranding Network Newsletter
April 2021

NMFS Stranding Hotline: 1-877-925-7773
NMFS Stranding Program
Contacts
Mandy Keogh
Regional Stranding Coordinator
907-586-7070
Mandy.Keogh@noaa.gov
Barbara Mahoney
Assistant Stranding Coordinator
907-271-3448
Barbara.Mahoney@noaa.gov
Sadie Wright
Assistant Stranding Coordinator
Large Whale Entanglement Response Coordinator
907-586-7630
Sadie.Wright@noaa.gov
Kim Raum-Suryan
Pinniped Entanglement Coordinator
907-586-7424
Kim.Raum-Suryan@noaa.gov
Kate Savage
Newsletter Editor
Health Specialist and Data Manager
907-586-7209
Kate.Savage@noaa.gov
Dave Gann
Parts Transfer Authorizations and Tracking
907-586-7285
David.Gann@noaa.gov

In this issue:
Page 2: Greetings from the
Coordinator
Page 3 - 9: Unsung Heroes of
Tenakee Springs
Page 10 - 13: Have you seen Sea
Turtles in Alaska?
Page 14 - 15: Pinniped Entanglement
Group (PEG) Newsletter
Page 16 - 18: Decomposition Primer
Page 19 - 21: Kake Killer Whale
Page 22 - 24: A slow season, but
there’s always Cook Inlet
Belugas
Page 25 - 36: News from the Alaska
SeaLife Center
Page 27 - 28: A photo is worth so
much...
Page 29 - 30: Announcements,
Updates, and FYIs

U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service

Greetings from the Coordinator

By Mandy Keogh, NMFS

Over the last few months, stranding network
members and partners have participated in several
virtual events including human interaction form
training, a HAZWOPER 24 hr certification course
hosted by the Alaska SeaLife Center, and our annual
stranding meeting. The two-day stranding meeting
had 90 attendees who heard updates on stranding
events, the ongoing unusual mortality events
involving gray whales and ice seals, and results from
ongoing research projects from around Alaska.
The first stranding of 2021 was reported on January 8 and was a code 2 killer whale calf in Kodiak. NOAA
Office of Law Enforcement (OLE) recovered and transported the calf and the Sun’aq Tribe of Kodiak and Dr.
Emily Iacobucci performed a full necropsy. Another, noteworthy stranding so far this year occurred on
March 14th, when a 47 ft female humpback whale (2021012) was reported by the US Coast Guard.
Stranding network members in Sitka led by Dr. Lauren Wild with a NOAA OLE officer as a bear guard were
transported by US Coast Guard helicopters to the site for the necropsy. In both cases, Alaska Veterinary
Pathology Services received samples for diagnostic testing and pathological analysis. These cases highlight
the collaboration between stranding network members and multiple organizations in support of stranding
responses across Alaska. It also reminds us that reported strandings will likely be increasing in the weeks
and months to come. As we all prepare for the upcoming summer remember that human safety is the first
priority and to follow all local guidance including community closures, shelter in place, or other local
restrictions if you consider responding to a stranding and feel free to reach out to me at any time.
Key:

: This is a symbol to help easily recognize the end of a story or section.

Photo opp… : These are miscellaneous and interesting stranding photos received this year, but which do not necessarily
accompany a specific story or topic in this newsletter.
Hyperlinks: Underlined blue text are hyperlinks to websites and additional information

Photo opp…
The newsletter just wouldn’t be complete without at
least one photo of a bear and a whale, this one from
Sitkalidak Island off of Kodiak.
Photo courtesy of ADFG
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Unsung Heroes, SOAP notes, and Easy-to Forget Challenges
During Remote Alaska Stranding Events:
Some Thoughts from Tenakee Springs
By Steve Lewis, The Chichagof Conservation Council
Tenakee Springs was privileged (some might say cursed) to have two significant whale- related events
in November of 2020. NOAA has provided a clear and concise summary of both events (Thanksgiving
whale), Raven Radio posted a story and video footage about the disentanglement (KCAW) and I
discussed the disentanglement of humpback whale 2156 for the recent statewide virtual stranding
network meeting.

What I’d like to do in this article is to recognize some of the key, but unsung heroes of these
events, and to discuss some things important to remember when working in remote parts of
Alaska as opposed to responding to strandings near areas with roads and more people.
Keeping these in mind was especially important last November, due to the inability of veterinarians
and level 4 responders to be on site due to Covid, but most of these points are relevant to any
stranding or disentanglement in remote Alaska settings.

Unsung
Heroes of
Tenakee
Springs
Stranding
Responses

Clearly, a stranding won’t be responded to unless we’ve heard about it and
gotten the wheels in motion for permission to respond. People in Tenakee
have been educated about who to report to and they did a great job. In the
first event, Arnie Strong notified me directly over VHF radio, totally
appropriate for a floating dead killer whale since I needed to get there with
lines to attach the whale to shore as soon as I was able to reach stranding
coordinators in Juneau and get permission to do the work. For the entangled
whale, Beret Barnes knew who to call in Juneau and notified Kate Savage
directly when the humpback whale anchored just about directly in front of
her home very early in the morning of November 12. By 8:15, Kate had begun
engaging with other large whale disentanglement experts and on-scene level
3 responders to begin figuring out the best ways to aid the whale and keep
rescue personnel safe.

This all sounds simple, but in fact, communications in Tenakee are not typical of most of the United
States or even of the communities where most Alaskans live. They are, however, similar, or even better
than many of the sites where strandings may occur.
Without cell service, and with many of us living beyond the reach of phone lines,
Tenakee folk depend a lot on VHF radio communications, especially in emergency
situations. VHF requires line of sight, so it’s important to understand where local dead
zones are, and how to establish relays when needed. Cell phones are useless except as
cameras in Tenakee unless you are right next to a computer connected to the internet,
inevitably with limited bandwidth, or, oddly, once you travel into Chatham Strait.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Unsung Heroes - continued
Satellite phones are very expensive and often don’t work well in SE Alaska. With the
satellites low on the horizon to the south, service is quickly lost if mountains block
the line-of-sight link needed between the phone and satellite. With Tenakee Inlet
running east to west, you can count on poor satellite phone service when working
along the south side of the Inlet.

You can count
on poor
satellite phone
service

So, while, even in Tenakee, it’s relatively easy for most of us to connect to the outside with email,
landline or VOIP phone, and even Zoom while at home, keeping linked to help quickly becomes
challenging out on the water or away from home.
Without Beret Barnes, a retired dispatcher and her internet savvy husband, Ken Wheeler to connect
us to the outside world, we would have had a much, much harder time relaying information to Juneau
and Hawaii during the disentanglement. In fact, it took many VHF relays from the approach skiff
through our support vessel, and several trips to the beach to hand carry video data to their house to
make even this work. Having level 1 disentanglement-trained Rachel Myron and Wendy Stern aboard
our support vessel, was a godsend, as was the input from folks with higher levels of training that it
gave us access to. This was especially critical during Covid, since we were unable to bring Level 4
responders to Tenakee and thus needed not only consultation, but often permissions to proceed with
our work.
Gordon Chew has maintained and stored all the tools and communications devices for the large whale
disentanglement group in Tenakee, a task we all valued when the gear was quickly available for use in
these events, but which we often fail to appreciate between events.

To have all these people volunteer their time, communications equipment,
and boats for several days was incredible.
It’s something that should be remembered by agency folks who are usually getting paid for (at least
some of) their time during these events. Tenakee folks are all very appreciative that the experts we
worked with invariably kept our volunteer status in mind as we worked together during these events,
and have always done so over the past many years we’ve worked together.

Above The entangled humpback whale surfaces
to breathe. Credit: Steve Lewis, NOAA permit
#18786-04

Much of the reason folks in Tenakee are willing to help in these
events is that we care deeply about the place we live and the
animals we live with. But, laid over this is the time, energy,
money and care that NOAA and NMFS have spent training us
and supplying us with excellent equipment with which to do
needed work safely and efficiently. Not only that, but our ideas
are valued and listened to. We are confident the local
knowledge we have is often key to success in communicating,
and efficiently getting equipment and samples between the
stranding location and Juneau and we appreciate being heard.
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Unsung Heroes - continued
Like the anchored humpback, the dead killer whale found floating near Tenakee last November
presented numerous challenges. While it wasn’t alive and potentially lethal if not carefully
approached, it still required a lot of pre-planning and division of labor before we were ready to begin
the necropsy.
I like to think of both these scenarios as very similar to medical emergencies faced by a Wilderness
First Responder (WFR). Invariably, the first thing to consider is the immediate safety of the responders
and, in the case of a live stranding or entanglement, also the health and safety of the animal, your
“patient”. Taking time to communicate and get permission to respond helps make sure safety is
considered.
Once safety is assured, the real work begins. Ideally it should proceed much
S – subjective
like completing a set of WFR “SOAP” notes. First you should decide what you
O – objective
want to accomplish (e.g., conduct a full necropsy of a killer whale, or
disentangle a 45-foot, anchored humpback whale). Then, the following steps
A – assessment
will help you effectively reach that, or perhaps a safer or more realistic goal.
P – plan
With either a living or dead animal, the “S” and “O” (subjective and objective) parts include a quick
gross assessment of what happened and what the current symptoms are. Is there evidence of blunt
trauma from a ship strike? Where is the animal and how is it behaving? How much line is trailing and
what color are the floats? Is there ID info on the floats? You obviously can’t talk to the animal, so
evidence for what happened must be surmised from behavior, symptoms observed, and learning what
others have noted. Visual and aural clues and even smell can be very important
Once you have some idea of what you are dealing with,
you’re ready for “A”, the assessment of challenges you may
face and assets you will require in reaching the goal. It’s
time to start thinking about logistical and environmental
challenges. What is the weather forecast over the next few
days? Have bears been seen on any nearby beaches? How
big, and when, are the upcoming tides? When does the sun
Gordon Chew uses a GoPro on a pole to assess the
rise and set? Who might be willing to help and what training humpback
entanglement while Steve Lewis carefully
or expertise do they have? What boats are available? What negotiates the full circumference of the whale. Credit:
other equipment will you need, and what is available, either Rachel Myron, NOAA permit #18786-04
on hand or by asking for it? Will the animal stay where it is, or do you need to attach it to shore or
perhaps attach a telemetry buoy to a mobile whale so that it can be relocated?
Having assessed the situation, it’s time to take up “P” and make your plan. This involves thinking
through all the steps necessary to accomplish your goal, (for example performing a complete necropsy)
from attaching your dead whale to the beach before dark, to flensing the whale, to labeling, bagging,
preserving and shipping all the samples collected. Once you have that on paper, start figuring out how
to acquire the tools and supplies and people you’ll need and how you will deal with all the potential
problems you’ve listed in your assessment. Critically, always make sure you have the necessary forms,
permissions, and especially cameras for documentation of the event as you proceed. I’ve never had
regrets about having too many photos.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Unsung Heroes - continued
NOAA’s Kate Savage and Sadie Wright were amazing assets for
Molly Kemp, Nick Olmsted, Rachel Myron, and me in preparing and
equipping for the killer whale necropsy. Ed Lyman, and John Moran
joined Kate and Sadie in assisting and advising Gordon Chew,
Rachel Myron, Wendy Stern, and me with the disentanglement.
But, in a small community, don’t limit yourself to only trained or
paid help! While too many untrained, albeit well meaning people
A transient killer whale floats close to shore can pose problems especially near larger communities or easily
near Tenakee Springs, Alaska. Credit: Steve accessible sites, it’s important to have adequate support to get the
Lewis, NOAA Permit #18786-04
job done. It can be useful to have quite a few helpers, even when
dealing with a sea lion necropsy, but whales can be an awful lot of work.
Local fishers, Kelsey Kennedy and Sunnie Woessner offered to assist with the disentanglement. While
never having been trained for disentanglement work, their familiarity with boats and fishing gear
made them extremely useful, not only because they had a quick and maneuverable boat for a
potential rescue if the approach boat had problems, but also because they
In a small
were able to intuitively assist with unexpected needs including recovering
community, don’t
and attaching floats to the line to the anchoring gear without lots of
limit yourself to only
instruction. While folks like this may need occasional tips, so do most of us,
trained or paid help!
and their familiarity with equipment can make them invaluable partners.
Rudy Ziel, another Tenakee fisher, was instrumental in recovering the anchoring pot gear soon after
the whale was released, something that would have been very difficult without the use of his
commercial crab hauling equipment.
With the killer whale, Arnie Strong, who first observed and reported the animal, and his family,
became indispensable assets during the necropsy. Long-time residents with hunting and trapping
experience up and down the Inlet, he and his son, Uriah had inherent abilities useful during a
necropsy and were able to provide ideas for how to deal with many problems as they arose. Tomi
Strong, with her background in EMS was also instinctively able to help samplers by following
protocols and keeping us on track. Better yet, as inquisitive lovers of Tenakee and our surrounding
world, the entire family had spent much time on their own researching techniques and garnering
information from the moment Arnie found the animal. Thus, they were able to ask useful questions
and offer suggestions, especially useful to us non-veterinarians, attempting our first necropsy of a
killer whale. They also knew exactly what to expect and how to cope with the huge tides and short
daylight that we would face with our necropsy.
Molly Kemp and her husband, Nick Olmsted were instrumental in planning and execution of the
necropsy. Like me, they’ve worked as field biologists for ADF&G for many years, and Molly was
instrumental in establishing Chichagof Conservation Council as a member of the stranding network.
Collaborating masked face-to masked-face with them, and my wife, Rachel Myron, and over the
phone with folks in Juneau, we worked out how the necropsy should proceed.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Unsung Heroes - continued
Molly and Nick and I have participated in numerous necropsies and they had helped necropsy a
humpback whale several years ago. Rachel and I participated in a necropsy workshop put on by Kathy
Burek Huntington in Sitka several years ago.
Rachel, with her systematic and careful methods garnered as an archaeologist, took on the key, but
relatively thankless role of labeling and then filling bags with samples. Her ability on necropsy day to
create a workspace relatively close to the whale, but high enough to not be flooded as the tide rose
was key to what success we had. Nick was a stalwart, sharpening knives almost continually and
photographically documenting the sampling between knives. Megan Moody, head of Tenakee’s
Learning Center, assisted wherever she was needed. A gofer is always a useful position! Molly and I
cut and passed off samples and asked lots of questions.

Volunteer marine mammal responders from Tenakee Springs, all masked, take morphometric
measurements on the killer whale. Left: Steve Lewis; middle: Arnie Strong. Right: Uriah Strong and
his daughter, Sophie Strong. Credit: Rachel Myron, NOAA permit #18786-04

Bringing young and interested people into the process is a great way to recruit members to the
stranding network. Since logistics prevented a rapid start to the major cutting, we were able to
include Uriah’s daughter Sophie in our procedures. While it’s essential that people younger than 18
be accompanied by parents or parent-approved people, young folks can be great helpers.
Sophie took on the role of scribe while we collected initial skin and blubber samples, morphometric
measurements, and photographed the animal on day 2. She did such a great job, that Rachel asked
to use Sophie to assist in bringing samples to the worksite and helping with labeling during the
necropsy.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Unsung Heroes - continued
Sophie wrote a wonderful paper on the necropsy event, and a couple of her paragraphs are worth
including here. She accurately and delightfully describes what we did during the day of and the day
preceding the necropsy.
She and her family were on scene to assist in pulling the whale up the beach at high tide on Day 2.
She continues:
Once the tide had gone out some, we began taking measurements. Steve would call
them out for me to write down, while my sisters Bella and Kirsten played in the woods.
Due to a Seaplanes delay, the tools needed for the necropsy that NOAA (National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) was going to send out would not be coming
until the next day. Due to the Corona Virus pandemic, NOAA would not be sending out
specialized scientists to cut open the whale like they otherwise would have. Instead,
Steve and Molly would head the necropsy, because of their experience.
The next day she continues her saga:
At around 8 we got to the necropsy site, where Steve and Molly had blubber peeled away.
Rachel, who was writing down information, taking notes and putting samples away, had
assigned jobs to the volunteers.
Sophie keenly observed another important aspect of planning and implementation. Once the
cutting has begun, the people performing the necropsy or approaching the whale, even if they are
the most experienced, are not capable of keeping track of all the samples, nor of keeping track of all
the people coming to and leaving the site and assigning tasks as needed. Somebody else, in this
case Rachel, needs to be delegated this task before the day begins. It’s another relatively thankless
but critically important job.
But, back to Sophie’s narrative:
Megan had the sheet of what samples needed to be taken, Nick was sharpening knives
and taking photos, Grandma and Grandpa drug away the blubber and other unneeded
parts, and I labeled the sample bags. Bella and Kirsten watched until the smell of the
dead orca started getting to them……
Soon, the whale’s intestines were being pulled out onto a tarp that had been set down
to keep the organs clean. Rachel and Steve tied off, cut, and then tied again a portion of
the intestines, which we put in a bag. If the intestines weren’t tied off, the contents
would all come spilling out. The leftover intestines were dragged to the pile with the
blubber. This was the pile for everything that we didn’t need, and it would either be
washed away by the incoming tide or eaten by birds. A few other samples we took were
liver, lung, right eye, trachea, and stomach and intestine fluid.
Once most of the organs had been taken out and the tide was just over the orca’s tail,
the uterus, bladder, kidneys, and stomach, which had been put on the tarp, were
dragged up to a mossy spot where they’d be safe from the tide.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Unsung Heroes - continued
Following up about 5 weeks later, Sophie noted that:
So far the orca has been the main food source for a now very healthy, happy bear, (who
is FAT), along with multiple ravens, crows, and eagles. Now all that’s left of it is a
skeleton. I am happy I was able to be part of the necropsy and glad I was able to help.
We were all delighted to have her help and
that of so many other friends and neighbors
from Tenakee and colleagues from the
stranding networks in Alaska and Hawaii. It
always takes a team to successfully deal with
stranding events of any type, and it was
delightful to find that we were all able to
collaborate
happily
and
effectively
throughout both these events.
One last essential element
of a successful event is a
careful debriefing

Not-so- fat brown bear atop necropsied transient killer whale T124-3A, on
Thanksgiving Day, November 26, 2020. Credit: Steve Lewis, NOAA permit
#18786-04

One last essential element of a successful
event is a careful debriefing--- not a time to harp on
mistakes or what was screwed up, but rather a time for
all to think about ways things might have gone even
better with a bit different communication or a cutting
trick that was learned or a change that would have made
the event safer. There is always something that could be
done better, even after successful operations, and the
best time to discover these is relatively soon after the
event, when memories are fresh, but perhaps after any
frayed nerves have soothed a bit. We chose to debrief
with just the most involved people in these volunteerheavy events, but that is not necessarily the best way to
debrief---every event will be a bit different.
All of us in Tenakee are eager to learn what the samples
taken from Transient Killer Whale T124-3A reveal, and
hope that Humpback whale 2156 will be resighted soon.
We look forward to being kept in the loop by NOAA.
But, already, I think all of us feel better about ourselves
and our community for having forged stronger
relationships working together to learn about and help
our fellow mammals sharing Tenakee Inlet.

Tenakee Springs
Unsung Heroes:
Arnie Strong
Beret Barnes
Ken Wheeler
Rachel Myron
Wendy Stern
Gordon Chew
Molly Kemp
Nick Olmsted
Kelsey Kennedy
Sunnie Woessner
Rudy Ziel
Uriah Strong
Tomi Strong
Megan Moody
Sophie Strong
(and, of course, Steve Lewis)
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NMFS wants to know –
Have you seen Sea Turtles in Alaska?

by Mandy Migura, NMFS affiliate

Most of you probably know that sea turtles visit Alaska from time to time, but did you know NMFS
Alaska Region (AKR) keeps track of all reports of free-swimming, dead, or entangled sea turtles in
Alaska? The database was started by Bruce Wing (NMFS Alaska Fisheries Science Center) who collected
much of the data and shared the dataset with AKR. We have continued to add opportunistic data and
have also expanded the scope of data collected. We know some of you didn’t because we’ve heard
rumors of sightings, necropsies, or human interaction encounters that are not in our records, which
date back to 1963. If you didn’t know that’s ok, we know it’s confusing because both NMFS and USFWS
have management authority over sea turtles (generally, NMFS manages sea turtles when in marine
environments, and USFWS manages them when on nesting beaches). Fret not, because you can help
us update our sea turtle records by sending any reports you may have that are not in our records (see
page 15) to Kate Savage. But in the meantime, here’s a snapshot of the sea turtle records currently
available to NMFS.
Six of the seven species of sea turtles are found in the U.S. All sea turtles in the U.S. are protected as
“endangered” or “threatened” under the ESA. Sorry, but this means that you can’t keep any parts
without specific authorization.
Four species of sea turtles have been reported in Alaska over a 58-year period. Ed Wing NMFS AKR has
48 reports of green (n=19), leatherback (n=19), loggerhead (n=2), Olive ridley (n=4), and unidentified
(n=4) sea turtles (Figure 1). Not reported in Alaska are the hawksbill sea turtle, which is found in
tropical and subtropical waters, and the Kemp’s ridley sea turtle, which is primarily found in the Gulf of
Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean.

Figure 1. The proportion of sea turtles by species reported to NMFS AKR between 1963 and 2020.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Sea Turtles - continued

Sea Turtle (count)

Based on the existing records available to NMFS, sea turtles have only been seen across the coastal
areas of the Gulf of Alaska, ranging from Southeast, Southcentral, and across to the southern coasts of
the Aleutians (Figure 2 & 3). So far, NMFS does not have records of sea turtles being sighted in the
Bering Sea or Arctic subregions, but who knows what we’ll see as the ocean waters continue to warm.

Fig 2. The number of sea turtles by species for each by subregion reported to NMFS AKR.

Alaska Sea Turtle Reports, 1963-2020

Fig 3. The location of each sea turtle reported to NMFS AKR.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Sea Turtles - continued

Sea Turtle (count)

Most of the reports were from the 1970s through the 1990s (Fig 4, n= 35). There have been 10 reports
received since 2000, most of which are green sea turtles. Most sightings occur in late summer through
early winter, with leatherbacks dominating in July and August, and greens dominating in October
through December (Fig 5). NMFS AKR has no records of sea turtles being sighted in February or April of
any year, and only one sighting each in March, May, and June.

Sea Turtle (count)

Fig 4. The number of sea turtles by species and decade reported to NMFS AKR.

Fig 5. The number of sea turtles by species and month reported to NMFS.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Sea Turtles - continued
Below are the dates and general locations of all the sea turtle records on file with NMFS AKR. If you
have information about a sea turtle sighting/stranding/encounter not included below, please contact
Kate Savage with details. Thanks for your assistance!
Fast Fact: Green sea turtles
are herbivores and their
plant/algal diet tints their
cartilage green, which is how
they get their name (not the
color of their shell).

Fast Fact: Loggerhead sea
turtles are the most
abundant sea turtle in the
U.S. and are named for
their large head, which
supports powerful jaws
allowing them to eat
hard-shelled prey.

Fast Fact: Leatherback sea
turtles are the largest sea
turtle, don’t have a hard
shell, and have existed in
their current form since
the age of the dinosaurs.

Fast Fact: Olive ridley sea
turtles are among the smallest
sea turtles, and are named for
the olive green color of their
heart-shaped shell.

U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Not everyone here may be aware of the Pinniped Entanglement Group (PEG),
spearheaded by our own Kim Raum-Suryan, which has grown to a partnership
of organizations around the globe who work to reduce pinniped entanglements
in marine debris and fishing gear through education, outreach, and rescue.
For those who may not receive the PEG newsletter, the following two marine
debris topics are reprints relevant to Alaska which were originally printed in
the Fall 2020 PEG Newsletter.

Pulse of Marine Debris in the Bering Strait
PEG member and University of Alaska
Fairbanks Alaska Sea Grant Marine
Advisory Agent Gay Sheffield hosted a
presentation by PEG member and
Alaska Regional Coordinator for the
NOAA Marine Debris Program Peter
Murphy discussed a “pulse of trash”
that Bering Strait residents witnessed
washing up on beaches starting in late
July, 2020. The volume and types of
debris are well outside the baseline
“normal” debris typically observed,
much of which with foreign language
labeling.

Photo courtesy A. Christiansen

PEG member and University of Alaska Fairbanks Alaska Sea Grant Marine Advisory Agent Gay
Sheffield hosted a presentation by PEG member and Alaska Regional Coordinator for the NOAA
Marine Debris Program Peter Murphy In response to these reports, Bering Strait community partners,
NOAA’s Office of Response and Restoration Marine Debris Program and Emergency Response Division
staff, and others have partnered with other responding organizations to establish and facilitate an adhoc task force. The goal of this task force is to share information, build common situational
awareness, and identify needs and opportunities for direct actions to address this incident. Through
hind cast modeling (Emergency Response Division), field observations (local partners and U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service), and remote sensing (National Park Service), the group is building a better
picture of the debris, which can guide next steps for international engagement on debris tracing and
prevention, as well as field response prioritization. For more information, please contact
Photo courtesy
Peter.Murphy@noaa.gov.
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Reducing single-use plastics at home with Stella the
Steller sea lion
NOAA Fisheries Alaska Region Protected Resources Division (PRD)) was fortunate enough to be able to
purchase a sea lion mascot costume last year to help with our outreach efforts here in Alaska. Ali
Schuler (PEG member, NOAA Fisheries) recently made some videos to share with the four Juneau
schools in NOAA’s Ocean Guardian School Program. Her husband Rob was kind enough to wear the
costume to help make these fabulous videos. Please feel free to share them with others!

UNDERSTAND YOUR IMPACT

Do a waste audit at home
Do you remember everything you've thrown away today? This
week? This year? By doing a waste audit from home, we can better
understand what we throw away each day. With this knowledge,
we can make changes to our daily life that can reduce the amount
of waste we send to the landfill!
Watch here: https://vimeo.com/431623321
Supplementary data sheets and instructions available upon request.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------MAKE SMALL CHANGES

Make a reusable bag to take to the store
Did you know that you can make a reusable bag from an old T-shirt?
These bags can be made without any sewing required! By simply
bringing your own bag to the store, you can reduce the amount of
plastics ending up in local landfills and the ocean!
Watch here: https://vimeo.com/450614429

Photo courtesy A. Christiansen

Make beeswax wraps to use in your lunchbox
Beeswax wraps are a fun, simple alternative to single-use plastic
baggies in your lunchbox! In this video, Stella will show you a new
way to pack your sandwich and more!
Watch here: https://vimeo.com/448171667

Photo opp…
The first report of 2021 was a neonatal killer whale that
stranded on a Kodiak beach on January 8. Fortunately, the
carcass was recovered and the Kodiak SN team completed a
necropsy, starting on the eve of the 8th and finishing in the
wee hours of the 9th.
Photo courtesy
of Miranda Stohl.
Photo courtesy
U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Decomposition Primer

By Kate Savage, NMFS affiliate

In the world of marine mammal strandings, decomposition, or the breakdown of complex organic matter
to simple inorganic matter, is a central theme. Just about every marine mammal that comes our way is
assigned a Condition Code, a numeric descriptor of whether alive, freshly dead, or soon to become one
with the surroundings. The process itself is relatively straightforward and consistent, dependent on the
great decomposers: bacteria, fungi, and invertebrates. Although we define the process by the following
discreet stages, in reality it is a continuum and carcasses often seem to be “somewhere in the middle”.
Condition Code 2 – fresh dead. The first stage
occurs immediately after death. Circulation and
respiration stop. Instead of oxygen moving into
the cells and waste products moving out, carbon
dioxide starts to build creating an acidic
environment, rupturing cell membranes. Enzymes
released from the membranes start to erode the
cell (hence the term autolysis, auto=self,
lysis=breakdown). Digestive system enzymes and
bacteria start to work on a grander scale.

Condition
Code
3
–
moderate
decomposition. Bacteria shift from aerobic
to anaerobic, excreting gases that result in
bloating, a primary characteristic of this
stage. Proteins start to break down and
tissue cohesion starts to deteriorate in a
process called putrefaction. This results in
the emission of unpleasant odors (with
interesting and appropriate chemical
names such as putrescine and cadaverine).

Condition Code 4 – advanced decomposition. Fluids from body orifices indicate active decay. Soft
tissue starts to liquefy. Much of the mass and structure are lost and the carcass collapses onto
itself.
Photo courtesy A. Christiansen
Condition Code 5 – skeletal/mummified. The final stage of decomposition where soft tissue is
either dessicated and the carcass is mummified or soft tissue is decayed and the skeleton is
exposed. The final observable remains are disarticulated bones until they too eventually
decompose.
While the process may be consistent, the timing is not. The move through stages may take from days
to years depending upon a host of different variables. Some of the most important are listed here:
•

Water and air. Ever hear of Casper’s Law/Ratio?

Bottom line, bacteria need moisture (hence drying of
wounds in preventing bacterial wound infection or
salt desication in mummification), but total
immersion delays decomposition. All things being
equal, a whale that’s floating will not decompose as

Casper’s Law = if all else is
equal, a body on land with
access to air will decompose
twice as fast as if in water
and eight times as fast as if
buried in the earth.
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Decomposition - continued
fast as one that’s exposed to air on the beach. However, while immersion may slow down
decomposition, it doesn’t stop it. We are probably all familiar with the marvel and value of
“whale falls”, where the bounty of a dead whale is shared by a myriad of creatures on the ocean
floor. If you haven’t, definitely check it out here:
https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/whale-fall.html
•

Temperature. We are all familiar with the basic concept of refrigeration in keeping
decomposition at bay. Temperature may be the most crucial parameter in determining the
rate of decomposition. The optimum temperature for putrefaction, along with a little
humidity, is between 70o F and 100o F. Below 32o F decomposition slows/stops and it also
nearly stops above 118o F. That being said, in consistently cold environments like the Arctic
microorganisms may endure and continue decomposing so long as some moisture is present.
A frozen carcass that’s thawed may also decompose in a different manner than one not
previously frozen: from the “outside-in” rather than the “inside-out” (Woolen 2019).
Regardless, there are major seasonal differences in the rate of decomposition.

•

Scavenging. From maggots to crabs to birds to bears to…, we are all familiar with the quick
work of scavengers on a carcass.

Nov. 22, 2020

Nov. 23, 2020

Nov. 25, 2020

Above: Going, going, gone. Avian scavengers make quick work of a dead Steller sea lion with help
from the necropsy team removing the internal organs.
•

Other. Species (e.g. the bulk and blubber of large whales seems to make them impervious to
ambient temperature and decomposition is rapid), cause of death (e.g. trauma may open the
body and increase exposure to the elements and scavengers), water depth, tides, currents,
Photo courtesy
geology, acidity, salinity, etc.
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Decomposition - continued
We get asked fairly frequently how long an animal has been dead - a
difficult question! Now that you are all experts in the process of
decomposition , let’s put your knowledge to the test. Below are a
series of photos from 4 different carcasses, three gray whales and a
pinniped. Included are the location and the date of the first photo. It is
your job to estimate how much time has passed between each photo.
Answers are on the last page. Good luck!
#1 Sitkinak Island, June 22

Obscure fact:
The study of organic
remains from the time
of death to the time of
discovery is called
taphonomy.

#2 Clam Gulch, May 22

#3 Hinchinbrook Island, May 30

#4 Homer, October 17

Photo courtesy

Woollen, Katharine C., "Chilled to the Bone: An Analysis on the Effects of Cold Temperatures and Weather Conditions Altering the Decomposition Process in
Pig (Sus Scrofa) Remains" (2019).Theses and Dissertations. 1059. https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/etd/1059
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Kake Killer Whale

by Sonia Kumar

Earlier this week, I had the privilege of speaking with Mike Jackson from the Organized Village of
Kake about his work as an Indigenous artist. Throughout the years, Mike and his wife have traveled
to different communities, looking for items to make jewelry from. People commission Mike to carve
custom pieces and he sometimes barters with them, exchanging his craft for ivory, teeth, or other
artifacts, growing the collection sold at his shop in Kake, the Cedar House. People became familiar
with his use of killer whale teeth in his art and when a stranded, dead subadult killer whale washed
up in KeKu Strait, Mike Jackson was alerted about this precious find.
Mike, along with his nephew and
grandson, made the trip out to the
killer whale back in August. While
Mike has had many interactions
with living killer whales, this was
the first time he, his nephew, and
his grandson had been in the
presence of a deceased killer
whale. Mike shared that killer
whales are important to the Tlingit
people, they are good luck animals,
they are the Kéet people, the most
powerful people in the ocean.
When they see killer whales while
on the water, they share tobacco
with them and say a phrase to
them, one that roughly translates
into “bring us good luck.”

Above (left to right): Johnny, Mike and Shawaan Jackson with the Keet in August.

When Mike and his family came upon the killer whale carcass in Keku Strait, they performed a
ceremony to put the spirit of the whale to rest. They offered up and burned tobacco and sang a
mourning song to it, a song from the Killer Whale Clan in Angoon, the Dakhl’aweidí Clan. Mike is in
the Raven moiety, but his father(Tsaaqweidi of the Aan Yakawlitseixhi Hit) “the House That
Anchored the Village” and his wife, daughter, grandson and granddaughter are Tsaaqueidi Clan of
Xaay Hit (Yellow Cedar House) of Kake that are of the Eagle Moiety: Mike’s father was a historian
and would tell Mike stories of the history of the killer whales, how they came from the Tsaaqweidi
Clan of Kake. Their time with the Tsaagweidí Clan goes way back and they sing to and interact with
each other when they meet on the water, the Kéet people know the Tsaagweidí Clan and tell other
Photo
courtesy
J. Cook
killer whales who
they
are. When
Mike’s father passed, his family and friends dedicated a Kéet
memorial pole forPhoto
his father.
courtesyDuring
J. Cook the ceremony, a pod of killer whales came through town and
paused right by Mike’s mother’s house. One of the younger, teenager killer whales, one about the
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Kake Killer Whale - continued
same size as the one that had stranded, beat its tail on the water and Mike’s family sang to killer
whales, sang to the beat of the whale’s tail at Mike’s father’s memorial.
I was awestruck as I listened to Mike and learned
about the rooted importance of these oceanic
predators. Mike shared that he had seen one other
killer whale skeleton before, the carcass that was rearticulated by the Eyak Tribe in Cordova. Mike is a
scientist who works in forest management and
engineering and has hunted and lived off the land
his whole life; he is well versed in the skeletal
remains of many different animals. However, when
he was standing next to the 40-foot killer whale
skeleton in the Eyak Tribe’s office, he was so
impressed and mesmerized by the pectoral fins of
the killer whale, how similar they are to human
hands, to his own joints and bones. To him, it
reiterated the connection between killer whales
and humans. Mike expressed the desire to
rearticulate the skeleton in Keku Strait like the Eyak
Tribe did, but told me that it took 144 volunteers
and scientists to salvage that carcass, decay it in a
controlled area, and to collect the bones. Things like
Above: The teeth of the stranded killer whale.
that take time and money, more expensive and
more human power than his small tribe on Kake can afford. Having been involved in my fair share of
whale necropsies, I knew all too well how financially and logistically challenging an endeavor like
that can be.
In my former life as Dr. Kathy Burek-Huntington’s necropsy technician, I had to extract all the teeth
from the lower jaw of a beluga whale. Curious about his techniques, I asked Mike how he salvaged
the killer whale teeth. Mike told me that it was his first-time removing teeth from a skull. The other
pieces of ivory and teeth he worked on were gifted or bartered for, already clean and separated from
the jaw. After some research online, Mike learned that if there was still lignin and muscle on the
bone, it should be boiled to remove the tissue. He boiled the jaw for an hour before spending
another 3-4 hours performing dental work, pushing and pulling the teeth, gently guiding them out of
the sockets. He used soap and a steel wool pad to meticulously remove the grease. He soaked the
teeth in a hydrogen peroxide solution overnight to get the smell off and to help whiten them. After
cleaning the teeth one last time with soap, Mike is soaking the teeth in mineral oil to prevent cracks
or chips as they age. Finally, they are ready to be carved.
Photo courtesy J. Cook
I asked Mike if he Photo
was the
first in
his family to start carving and where he got his inspiration from. He
courtesy
J. Cook
told me that his uncles and grandfather on his father’s and mother’s side were carvers, as is his
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Kake Killer Whale - continued
older late brother, Norman L. Jackson. He grew up
around a whole line of carvers on his mother’s
side, that is how he and his brother learned Tlingit
and Haida carving and drawing. Mike recounted
memories from his childhood, sitting around the
dinner table or out on the water or in the woods
with his family, listening to stories of his family’s
history. There were always animal characters in
these stories, raven, salmon, killer whale. He
would dream about them and draw the visions
from his imagination. His family began noticing his
skills and requested drawings of their own, helping
him practice his craft as he created pieces for his
parents and brother. Mike told me that one
summer in high school, he went to Anchorage for a
summer art program. After seeing his skill, his
instructors requested paid custom pieces, an
incredibly formative and encouraging moment in
his early art career. These days Mike continues to
practice his craft and has started teaching the next
generation of Indigenous artists. He is grateful that
NOAA reached out to him about this killer whale

Above: Mike Jackson displays a killer whale tooth carving

carcass and that he had the opportunity to do the Eéshaan Da Kéet ceremony and that he had the
opportunity to do the Eéshaan Da Kéet ceremony for the whale, while also having the opportunity
to harvest the precious killer whale teeth. It is spiritually significant for the Tsaagweidí to have a
necklace or an amulet with a carving of the spirit animal during ceremonies and there is nothing
that brings them closer than to have a piece of the actual animal. Mike’s family are of the Raven
have the opportunity to create these pieces for them Moiety and are Kaach.adi Clan and his wife is
the direct opposite are of the Tsaagweidí clan and he is grateful to create these pieces for them.

Congratulations to Mandy Keogh, winner
of the 2021 SSL FIA (Steller Sea Lion
Flipper in the Air) Sweepstakes!!
Photo courtesy J. Cook
Photo courtesy J. Cook

Mandy Keogh captured the crown this year with
a call on February 25 (January 29 in 2020 and
April 1 in 2019) from a caller concerned about
jugging, a common sea lion behavior possibly
related to thermoregulation.

U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service

6

A slow season, but there’s always Cook Inlet Belugas
by Natalie Rouse and Kathy Burek Huntington, AVPS
Like everyone, we at Alaska Veterinary Pathology Services (AVPS) had a slow response year in 2020,
generally depending on you all to ship us samples rather than traveling for responses. Thanks so
much to everyone who powered through using checklists and text messages. We received some
really valuable samples! We were sadly kept busy on our home turf with stranded Cook Inlet
belugas (CIB) and just a few other species. In 2020, we responded to 8 out of 10 reported dead
beluga strandings (Table 1). One thing that struck us about these carcasses was that 6/10 were
either very young calves or fetuses. We determined this not only by their cute little gray faces, but
also based on straight length and data from Shelden et al 2019.
Unfortunately, all of these carcasses
were in advanced decomposition (Code
3.5+) therefore we were not able to
determine definitive cause of death.
Nonetheless, this begs the question: Is
this an unusual number of fetus/ calves?
For perspective, from 2015-2019 there
were 1-3 dead stranded CIBs in the
fetus/calf age class with a similar
number of total reported strandings (713). The last time anything similar to
this was seen, was in 2008 when 4/9
Above Cook Inlet beluga fetus stranded at Nikiski, 2020149.
strandings were aborted fetuses.
Causes of abortion and neonatal mortality in marine mammals include Brucella sp., Coxiella sp.,
predation, sepsis, nutritional issues, abandonment, and dystocia (difficult birth) . Appropriate
tissues from both 2008 and 2020 animals were submitted for Brucella sp. PCR with no positive
results. Because of the post mortem state of these animals, we may never know the cause of these
mortalities. This emphasizes the importance of reporting and responding to these strandings as
soon as possible.
Two subadult CIB were also examined. One had extensive infectious disease processes of a variety
of causes, including fungal dermatitis, heavy lung and kidney worm infestations, infectious
endocarditis, possible pneumonia, and encephalitis. Despite cultures, PCR, and even next
generation sequencing of the brain, a cause for the encephalitis could not be determined. Viral
cultures and protozoal PCR are still pending. This constellation of infectious diseases suggests to us
possible immunocompromise, though this is impossible to confirm or rule out from a dead animal.
The last animal was a beluga of adult length, but immature testes, that died due to choking on a flat
fish. We have had one other case like this in a Cook Inlet beluga (Rouse et al 2017).
We were also Photo
involved
in a few
cases from other species including sampling blow from the live
courtesy
J. Cook
stranded gray whale at 20-mile, collaborative necropsy of a ringed seal for Gay Sheffield, a harbor
Cook
seal that died in Photo
routecourtesy
to the J.Alaska
SeaLife Center, and a harbor porpoise from Kodiak that was
used for our Zoom necropsy training for southcentral network volunteers. The harbor seal pup
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A slow season - continued
necropsy mentioned above was also streamed on Zoom for the Begich and Romig middle school
Medical Detectives class as part of the outreach component of our Prescott grant.
Left. Modified from Shelden et al
2019. Straight length (cm) and
date of collection of beluga whale
fetuses (white symbols, n=10),
neonates (gray symbols, n = 3),
calves of the year (black symbols,
n = 13), 2020 responses (red
symbols, n = 6) from Cook Inlet.
Males (□), females (∆), and
unknown (○).

Table 1 – 2020 Strandings responded to by AVPS / UAA.
Age,
Sex

SL
(cm)

Cause of death / findings

CI

Calf, U

158

COD Could not be determined

GW

CI

Calf, U

U

Attempted blow collection

06/11/2020

RS

Unalakleet

Pup, M

74

Case shipped to AVPS by Gay Sheffield

2020050

06/16/2020

HS

CI

SA, M

160

Gunshot to head

2020149

07/23/2020

CIB

CI

Calf, F

Est
160

COD Could not be determined

2020154

07/28/2020

CIB

CI

Calf, F

163

dependent calf; pneumonia?

2020155

07/30/2020

SSL

PWS

SA, F

190

OLE - Gunshot to head

2020174

08/16/2020

CIB

CI

Fetus, F

144

probable aborted fetus, plus nephrosis =
dehydration

2020179

08/20/2020

CIB

CI

Fetus, U

147

aborted fetus

2020188

08/22/2020

CIB

CI

Calf, F

162

perinatal mort and/or possible trauma

2020230

09/28/2020

CIB

CI

SA, M

318

Mixed infectious disease

2020240

10/23/2020

CIB

CI

SA, M

401

Choked on a flat fish; poor body condition

2020007

12/11/2020

HS

SEA

J, M

74

2020004

01/29/2021

HP

Kodiak

SA, F

122

AKR #

Date

Species

Location

2020016

05/18/2020

CIB

2020034

06/02/2020

2020045

Photo courtesy J. Cook

Died in route to ASLC - Premature pup - Demo
necropsy
Sent by Sun'aq Tribe of Kodiak– pulmonary
edema – training necropsy

CIB = Cook Inlet beluga whale; GW = Gray whale; HP = Harbor porpoise; HS = Harbor seal; RS = Ringed seal; SSL = Steller sea lion;
Photo courtesy J. Cook
PWS = Prince William Sound; SEA= Southeast Alaska, CI= Cook Inlet, J = Juvenile; SA = Subadult; F = Female M = Male; U =
Unknown, SL= standard length.
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A slow season - continued
References:
Rouse, N, KB Burek-Huntington, and KEW Shelden. 2017. Asphyxiation of an Endangered Cook Inlet
Beluga Whale, Delphinapterus leucas. Marine Fisheries Review 79(2):38-43.
Shelden, KE, TR Robeck, CE Goertz, TL McGuire, KA Burek-Huntington, DJ Vos, and BA Mahoney. 2019.
Breeding and calving seasonality in the endangered Cook Inlet beluga whale population:
Application of captive fetal growth curves to fetuses and newborns in the wild. Marine Mammal
Science. 2019:1–9. DOI:10.1111/mms.12653

IMPORTANT INFORMATION!
AVPS has necropsy supplies to restock your kits, or to provide kits for new
responders. Please reach out to Natalie Rouse
avps.natalierouse@gmail.com with your needs. Thank you!

Photo opp…

Photo courtesy J. Cook
Photo courtesy J. Cook

An eagle being teased by a raven as it
picks at a Steller sea lion carcass at Eagle
Beach, Juneau AK.
Photo courtesy of Joe Bakker
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News from the Alaska SeaLife Center, Spring 2021

by Halley Werner and Savannah Costner

The Alaska SeaLife Center is excited to announce that season two of Alaska Animal Rescue will be
premiering on March 27th! You can catch us in action on Saturday nights at 6pm Alaska time, on
NatGeo WILD. If you missed the first season, it’s now streaming on Disney+.
While the ASLC’s winter season has been quiet in regards to NOAA species, we are gearing up for the
2021 Summer season, which is right around the corner. As we wait for our first admit of the year,
check out this update on three tagged harbor seals that were released after 2020’s successful season!

Above: Update from “Kinniknnik” - PV2005: He was admitted after a lengthy observation period with no sign of
mom. He was found to be underweight and with a somewhat fleshy umbilicus. He was a part of the cohort
released in Kenai on August 27, 2020. The image above shows his locations based off of his satellite tag. We
received data for 4 months before the tag stopped transmitting.

U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries Service
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Alaska SeaLife Center - continued
Right: Update from “Juneau” PV2009: He was admitted June
16, 2020 after being observed
for four days in and out of
water with no adults seen in
the area. He overcame an
umbilical infection, and packed
on the pounds to be released
on August 20th. We are still
receiving data from his satellite
tag as of March 2021!

Pox

Left: Update from “Aqpiq” - PV2006: Admitted
June 10, 2020. She recovered well after
profound dehydration, emaciation, and an
umbilical infection, and was released with her
cohort on August 27th. We received data for 4
months before her tag stopped transmitting.

Photo courtesy A. Lambert
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A Photo is worth so much……

Mandy Keogh, NMFS

One of the first question we ask when a stranding or entanglement report comes in is whether
there are any photos or video. And as Steve Lewis said in his wonderful article Unsung Heroes of
Tenakee Springs “I’ve never had regrets about having too many photos.” Photos can provide so
much information on the event and the condition of the animal, we can often determine species,
sex, body condition, injuries, and condition code. In addition to gaining level A data, for some
species with distinct markings, photos in the right hands can tell us even more about the animal
like age, killer whale ecotype, and in some cases the reproductive history. Below are two events
where photos provided key information to really highlight the importance of photos.

Photo credit: Simeon Houtman

In September 2020, a mom
and calf Cook Inlet beluga
whale were reported in a
shallow pool of water
during low tide near Bird
Point. NMFS and the Alaska
SeaLife Center responded to
collect
photos
and
information.

A photographer with Symbio Studios working with the ASLC was able to take photos despite the
waning light. Using these images the Cook Inlet Beluga Whale Photo-ID Team led by Dr. Tamara
McGuire was able to identify the mom providing an estimated age and reproductive history and
that she was previously observed with a young calf in 2019, likely the one she was observed with
during this event. We often don’t have confirmation on the outcome of these live-stranding events,
and we
are hopefully that the mom and her calf will be observed again by the Cook Inlet Beluga
Pox
Whale Photo-ID Team. For more information about this project and how photos of Cook Inlet
belugas are helping to better understand and conserve this endangered population, go to
www.cookinletbelugas.com.
Cook Inlet belugas are particularly challenging to track as they lack distinct coloration and patterns
that can be used to track individuals. Several cetacean species within Alaskan waters have natural
markings that researchers have been using to track individuals. Some examples include humpback
and killer whales. Check out the happywhale project (https://happywhale.com) to learn more
about tracking humpback whales using photos.
Photo courtesy A. Lambert
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A Photo is worth so much…… continued

Another example of how photos can be used occurred in November 2020, near Tenakee Springs. An
adult female killer whale (NMFS Stranding #2020246) was found and necropsied (more details in
this newsletter). The Tenakee Team took time to photograph the flukes, saddle patch, eye patches,
and healed scars. We shared the photos with NOAA partner Jared Towers (Fisheries and Oceans
Canada and Bay Cetology) who was able to identify the deceased whale as T124A3, a member of
the West Coast Transient (Bigg's) killer whale population. She was a 15 year old who gave birth to
her first calf in 2019 (a male - T124A3A). Her group (T124As) are common marine mammal
predators from Southeast Alaska to northern Washington. We are hopeful researchers will be able
to determine if her calf survives.
Both these examples highlight how important photos can be for both live and dead stranded
marine mammals. Photos can confirm species, sex, and age class as well as document injuries,
some human interactions, and determine survival, reproductive history, and population structure.
They also provide us and researchers an opportunity to connect stranding events to life histories of
some individuals, so whenever possible please take photos including patterns and colorations, and
when possible include something for scale.

Pox

Photos, especially those showing Stranding Network members responding to strandings, are also
incredibly usefully for education and outreach materials that Stranding Network Members and
NMFS routinely use. In fact, read on (page 30) and there is more information on a request from the
Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program for your photos showing our responses
throughout Alaska.

Photo courtesy A. Lambert
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Announcements, Updates and FYIs
Tune in to the Alaska Arctic Observatory & Knowledge Hub (AAOKH)!
AAOKH is a resource for all, an opportunity through partnership for residents of Arctic
Alaska coastal communities to share expertise and knowledge of changing coastal
communities.
AAOKH has three main goals:
• Share and document community observations about changes to the seasonal
cycle
• Make wildlife, ocean data and information from scientists accessible to
communities
• Provide resources for education and outreach
Here are some helpful sites:
Winter newsletter: https://uaf-iarc.org/wp- content/uploads/2020/04/AAOKH-newswinter-2020.pdf
Website: https://arctic-aok.org/
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/ArcticAOK/

Photo opp…
Yet another
dynamic bear/whale
photo, this on in
June at Hallo Bay
off the Katmai
coast.

Photo courtesy of Joy
Erlenbach
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Announcements, Updates and FYIs - continued
The Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Program (MMHSRP) is looking for photos of you during
stranding responses!!
We would like to reflect the commitment and breadth of the Network in our reports and educational
materials and AKR seems to be less well represented in the MMHSRP image library than other
regions, and we know there are amazing photos out there.
Submit your photos to: mmhsrp.images@noaa.gov.
It would be great if you could include (in the file name, metadata, folder, or in email) who should be
credited for the image, and a short caption for context.
And remember, by sending images you would be giving the MMHSRP permission to use this media in
future publications (e.g., Prescott Report, Stranding Report, Entanglement Report, etc.) and other
educational materials.

Answers to decomposition quiz:
#1 June 22 to Sept. 9
#2 May 22 to June 23
#3 May 30 to June 27
#4 Oct. 17 to Feb. 22

Above an endangered Cook Inlet beluga whale, NMFS
#2019396

Once again THANK YOU in advance for all your hard work during the stranding season. Many calls and
reports came in to NMFS from all over the state, demonstrating a true team effort to respond to
stranded animals in Alaska. Thank you for your help! A reminder to please submit any level As, photos,
and necropsy reports within 30 days to: Kate.Savage@noaa.gov
Your reports allow us to track marine mammal health in Alaska and beyond.
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