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The Alaska Marine Mammal Stranding Response 
Network
The Alaska stranding and entanglement network is a 
group of dedicated professionals and volunteers across 
Alaska. Responses are conducted under the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act authorization either under a 
112c agreement issued by NMFS to Network members 
through a Stranding Agreement or under 109 (h) 
authority exercised by local, state, federal or tribal 
entities. Stranding Agreements are issued from NOAA 
Fisheries Alaska Region to ensure that all activities 
performed are safe for both responders and animals. In 
2021, there were 15 Stranding Agreement holders. 
Some activities such stranding response for species 
listed under the Endangered Species Act or 
entanglement responses are conducted under Marine 
Mammal Health and Stranding Response Permit 
(MMHSRP). This summary is made possible by the 
efforts of the Alaska Marine Mammal Stranding 
Network, along with partner organizations, agencies, 
and members of the public who have reported 
stranding events to NMFS throughout the year.

A marine mammal was considered “stranded” if it 
meets one of the following criteria.

• Dead, whether found on the beach, ice, or
floating in the water.

• Alive on a beach (or ice) but unable to return to
the water.

• Alive on a beach (or ice) and in need of apparent
medical attention; or

• Alive in the water and unable to return to its
natural habitat without assistance.

Mass Stranding
A mass stranding describes a simultaneous stranding of 
two or more cetaceans at the same time and space, 
other than cetacean cow/calf pairs. 

Only confirmed stranding 
activities involving species 
under the jurisdiction of 
NOAA Fisheries 
(cetaceans and pinnipeds, 
except walrus) are used in 
this report. 

All data was taken from 
Alaska Regional datasets. 
This report also includes 
confirmed reports of 
entangled large whales 
and pinnipeds where 
there was no response. 

All data and information 
described within this 
report are correct as of 
September 19, 2022.

Highlights
• There were 253 confirmed stranding reports 

during the 2021 calendar year.

• The gray whale Unusual Mortality Event
(UME) continued with 24 confirmed dead 
stranded gray whales in Alaska.

• The ice seal UME continued with 22 ringed 
seals, 11 bearded seals, 7 spotted seals, and 14 
unknown ice seals confirmed stranded.

• Genetic analysis determined species of a 
decomposed unknown dolphin to be a striped 
dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba; 2021235) that 
stranded on Sept 11th on St Paul Island.

• A Bigg’s killer whale live stranded on Tolstoi 
Island (July 29, 2021) and left the beach at the 
next high tide. Images collected were used to 
identify the killer whale as T146D, by Jared 
Towers, Fisheries and Oceans Canada, Bay 
Cetology.

Highlights from 2021

2021:
253 confirmed 
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Further stranding information and 
references are available at the NMFS 
Alaska Region website:

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/mari
ne-life-distress/alaska-marine-mammal-
strandingnetwork

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/marine-life-distress/alaska-marine-mammal-strandingnetwork


Summary
Marine mammals are classified into four different taxonomic groups: cetaceans (whales, dolphins, and porpoises); 
pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and walruses); sirenians (manatees and dugongs); and marine fissipeds (polar bears and 
sea otters). NOAA Fisheries is responsible for the protection and conservation of all cetaceans and pinnipeds, with 
the exception of walruses. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) oversees the management of sirenians, sea 
otters, walruses, and polar bears. This report is only focused on species under the jurisdiction of NOAA Fisheries.

In 2021, there were 253 confirmed stranding reports throughout Alaska (Table 1), which is slightly lower than the 10-
year average 275 ± 76 (2011-2020). The majority of stranding reports occurred between June and September (Fig 1). 
Of the confirmed reports in 2021, 51% were pinnipeds, 15% were small cetaceans, and 32% were large whales. 
Sometimes carcasses were too decomposed to classify animals as small cetaceans or large whales, or the location of 
the stranding limits access to, and recovery of, the carcass. These animals are categorized as “unknown cetacean” or 
“unknown marine mammal.”

Marine Mammal Strandings in 2021

Confirmed Stranding
Reports 2021

10-Year Average ± Standard Deviation 
(2011-2020)

Pinnipeds 128 176 ± 91

Small Cetaceans 38 47 ± 25

Large Whales 80 65 ± 31

Unknown Cetacean 5 12 ± 8

Unknown Marine Mammal 2 6 ± 5
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Table 1. Confirmed stranding reports of marine mammals in 2021 compared to the 10-year average for the Alaska Region.

Fig 1. Confirmed stranding reports of marine mammal groups in 2021 by month.



Pinnipeds are seals, fur seals, and sea lions. All pinnipeds come ashore (on land or ice) during the year to rest, 
breed, rear pups, and molt. When pinnipeds are observed sick, injured, in distress, entangled, or dead, the Alaska 
Stranding Network may respond to provide care, including rehabilitation in some cases, or to examine the carcass. 
In 2021, there were 128 confirmed reports of stranded pinnipeds including 8 northern fur seals that were 
disentangled on Saint Paul Island (Table 2, Fig 2). The three most frequently stranded pinniped species were Steller 
sea lions (31), harbor seals (30), and ringed seals (22). Reports of stranded pinnipeds largely occur in populated 
areas of Alaska (Fig 3) with nearly half of the reports coming from the Arctic region (Fig 4). The ice seal unusual 
mortality event (UME) declared in 2018 continued with 54 confirmed stranding reports in 2021.

Pinnipeds

Confirmed Stranding
Reports 2021

10-Year Average ± Standard Deviation 
(2011-2020)

Steller sea lion 31 40 ± 7

Harbor seal 30 33 ± 10

Ringed seal 22 27 ± 26

Bearded seal 11 15 ± 16

Northern fur seal 11 6 ± 6

Spotted seal 7 9 ± 8

Table 2. Confirmed stranding reports of pinnipeds by species in 2021 compared to the 10-year average for the Alaska Region.

Fig 2. Condition at initial observation of confirmed reports of stranded pinnipeds in Alaska, 2021. 
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Fig 3. Map of confirmed reports of stranded pinnipeds  in Alaska, 2021. 
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Fig 4. Confirmed reports of stranded pinnipeds in 
Alaska by subregion, 2021. 

Learn more about the 
ice seal UME: 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alas
ka/marine-life-distress/2018-2022-
ice-seal-unusual-mortality-event-

alaska



Threats to Pinnipeds

Entanglements
In 2021, we received 42 confirmed pinniped entanglement reports (19 Steller sea lions; 23 northern fur seals). 
Eight northern fur seals were disentangled and are included in the confirmed stranding reports for Alaska in 2021. 
There were no response for the remaining reports (19 Steller sea lions, 15 northern fur seals) and these reports are 
not included in the 2021 Alaska Region confirmed stranding reports. The majority of entanglement reports 
occurred between June and September 2021.

A Steller sea lion with a flasher 
entanglement was observed near 
Sitka (PE2021_13).

A northern fur seal with a neck entanglement 
observed on Saint Paul Island (PE2021_33).

Stranding Network member secures a Steller sea lion 
carcass for necropsy in Unalaska (2021083).

Stranding Network member collects level A 
data from a young northern fur seal in 
Juneau (2021002).



Small Cetacean
Small cetaceans are the toothed species of whales, dolphins, and porpoises that range in length from 5 to 25 feet. 
In 2021, there were 38 confirmed dead stranded small cetaceans of which two were entangled. The most 
frequently stranded small cetaceans in Alaska in 2021 were beluga whales (18) of which 10 were from the 
endangered Cook Inlet beluga whale population, harbor porpoise (8), and killer whale (6) (Table 3, Fig 5). Also of 
note were two Pacific white sided dolphins, one stranded near Kodiak (2021021) and the second was found near 
Ketchikan (2021015). An unidentified dolphin that was sampled on Saint Paul Island in advanced state of 
decomposition was identified as a female striped dolphin through genetic analysis by Southwest Fisheries Science 
Center. Two live stranded small cetaceans were reported in 2021 including a killer whale (2021140) on Tolstoi Island 
near Prince of Wales Island that was observed leaving the island on the rising tide. Stranded small cetaceans were 
reported more frequently in Southcentral Alaska (Fig 6, 7).

Cetaceans

Confirmed Stranding
Reports 2021

10-Year Average ± Standard 
Deviation (2011-2020)

Cook Inlet Beluga Whale 10 9 ± 4

Beluga Whale 8 11 ± 6

Harbor Porpoise 8 8 ± 3

Killer Whale 6 4 ± 3

Pacific White Sided Dolphin 2

Unknown small Cetacean 2

Striped Dolphin 1

Unknown Beaked Whale 1

Table 3. Confirmed stranding reports of small cetaceans by species in 2021 compared to the 10-year average  for the Alaska Region.
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Fig 5. Confirmed stranding reports of small cetaceans by species and condition at initial observation for the Alaska Region during 
2021.
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Fig 7. Confirmed reports of stranded small cetaceans in 
Alaska by subregion, 2021. 

Fig 6. Map of confirmed reports of stranded small cetaceans in Alaska, 2021. 

Stranding Network members begin a necropsy of a 
killer whale calf that stranded in Kodiak (2021001).



Cook Inlet Beluga Whales: Species in the 
Spotlight
Cook Inlet beluga whales are endangered and part of 
NOAA’s Species in the Spotlight. In 2021, there were 10 
confirmed reports of dead stranded Cook Inlet beluga 
whales. Stranding network partners were able to sample 
or necropsy eight of the carcasses. Despite attempts to 
locate the carcass, one whale was not located again 
following the initial sighting. There were no reports of live 
stranded Cook Inlet beluga whales in 2021.

Between 2015 and 2021, there were 62 confirmed 
reports of dead stranded Cook Inlet beluga whales (Fig 8) 
with between 3 and 12 reports each year. The majority of 
the stranded whales were in moderate or advanced 
decomposition state when first observed (Fig 8), which 
limits the ability to determine cause of death.
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Fig 8. Confirmed stranding reports of dead Cook Inlet beluga between 2015 and 2021 by year and 
age class.

https://www.fisheries.
noaa.gov/alaska/help-

belugas

Stranding Network members begin a necropsy of a 
Cook Inlet beluga whale (2021).

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/video/species-spotlight-cook-inlet-beluga-whale%23:%7E:text=The%20endangered%20Cook%20Inlet%20beluga,these%20whales%20are%20highly%20social.


Large Whales
Large whales are all of the baleen whales plus the largest toothed cetacean, the sperm whale (Physeter 
macrocephalus). In 2021, there were 80 confirmed reports of large whale strandings (Table 4, Fig 9). The gray 
whale UME continued throughout 2021. Gray whales carcasses were observed in all regions of Alaska, following 
their migratory route to the Arctic (Fig 10). The four most common large whales that stranded in Alaska in 2021 
were the humpback whale (25), gray whale (24), unknown large whale (14), and bowhead whale (11). In some 
cases, only photos were available to assess the condition of the large whale and decomposition state and/ or 
photo quality did not allow for identification of species or condition. 

Confirmed Stranding
Reports 2021

10-Year Average ± Standard Deviation
(2011-2020)

Humpback Whale 25 19 ± 8

Gray Whale 24 23 ± 14

Bowhead Whale 11 5 ± 5

Fin Whale 3 3 ± 4

Minke Whale 2 2 ± 2 

Sperm Whale 1 1 ± 1

Unknown Large Whale 14
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Fig 9. Confirmed stranding reports of large whales by species and condition at initial observation.

Table 4. Confirmed stranding reports of large whales by species in 2021 compared to the 10-year average  for the Alaska Region.
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Fig 10. Map of confirmed reports of stranded large cetaceans in Alaska, 2021. 

Fig 11. Confirmed reports of stranded large whales in Alaska 
by subregion, 2021. 
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A gray whale carcass (2021216) reported by a pilot near 
Yakataga
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Threats to Cetaceans

Entanglements
The NMFS Large Whale Entanglement Response Program 
received 26 reports of entangled cetaceans in Alaska between 
April 18 and December 2, 2021. Two of the reports were 
confirmed as whales that were not entangled, and one report 
remains unconfirmed due to poor image quality from a report 
received nearly a month after the photos were taken. The 23 
confirmed reports include several entangled cetaceans reported 
by observers or self-reported by fishers as part of the Marine 
Mammal Authorization Program.
Humpback whales were the most commonly observed 
entangled cetacean in Alaska in 2021 (n = 14), followed by killer 
whales (n = 4). We received confirmed reports of one of each of 
the following species in 2021: beluga, minke, harbor porpoise, 
sperm whale, and gray whale.  
The most common category of confirmed source of entangling 
materials in 2021 was fishing gear (n = 18: 13 fishing net 
entanglements, three longline entanglements, two shrimp pot 
entanglements). Two entanglements were due to interactions 
with anchor/mooring line or chain, and the source for three 
entanglements could not be definitively identified (buoys and 
line).  

Photo taken by Dennis Rogers of a humpback whale entangled in line and 
dragging several buoys on September 25, 2021 near Kake, AK. The source of 
this gear was not confirmed.

Gray whale entangled in salmon gill net near Kenai, 
AK on July 20, 2021.

Vessel Strike
In 2021, there were 13 confirmed vessel strike reports involving cetaceans in Alaska. The majority of reports 
involved large whales including 10 humpback whales and one unknown large whale. The outcome of most of the 
vessel strikes reported for live whales are unknown. The majority of reported vessel strikes occurred in Southeast 
Alaska. Postmortem examination of two harbor porpoises in the Arctic found evidence of sharp trauma likely from 
vessel strikes. 



Rehabilitation and Release of Stranded Marine 
Mammals
Regulations require that a marine mammal held for rehabilitation be 
released within six months, unless an attending veterinarian 
determines that: the animal might adversely affect wild populations, 
the release is unlikely to be successful due to physical condition and 
behavior, or more time is needed for assessment and medical 
treatment. Stranded animals sometimes die in rehabilitation due to 
the poor condition they arrive in or other health complications.  
The Alaska SeaLife Center is the only rehabilitation facility in the 
Alaska Region. In 2021, one ringed seal yearling in Unalaska 
(2021023) and 11 harbor seal pups were reported injured and/or in 
distress. The ringed seal yearling and 9 of the harbor seal pups were 
transferred to the Alaska SeaLife Center for rehabilitation. The young 
male ringed seal died of terminal shock due to a systemic infection 
after four days of care. One harbor seal pup died during 
transportation (2021188) and seven harbor seals were released after 
rehabilitation. One harbor seal pup was deemed non-releasable due 
to behavioral and medical concerns that left the seal unlikely to 
survive in the wild. 
The MMHSRP and NOAA Fisheries’ Permits and Conservation Division 
work with captive marine mammal facilities to place non-releasable 
animals into permanent managed care. More information on NOAA 
Fisheries’ non-releasable policy can be found here: 
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/marine-mammal-
protection/non-releasable-marine-mammals.

Release of a harbor seal (2021056) with a satellite tag following 
rehabilitation at the Alaska SeaLife Center. 

Assessment and field care of a harbor seal pup 
(2021032) prior to transportation to Alaska 
SeaLife Center for treatment.

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/marine-mammal-protection/non-releasable-marine-mammals
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2021 Alaska Region Stranding Agreement Holders

• Alaska Consortium of Zooarcheologists

• Alaska SeaLife Center

• Alaska Veterinary Pathology Services

• Alaska Whale Foundation

• Aleut Community of St. Paul

• Rachel Berngartt, DVM

• Chichagof Conservation Council

• Glacier Bay National Park

• North Slope Borough

• Petersburg Marine Mammal Center

• Sitka Sound Science Center

• Sun’aq Tribe of Kodiak

• University of Alaska Southeast, Juneau

• University of Alaska Southeast, Sitka

• University of Alaska Fairbanks, Museum of the North

109(h) Federal, State and Local Officials

• Alaska Department of Fish and Game
Division of Wildlife Conservation

• Yakutat Ranger District, Tongass National Forest

National Marine Fisheries Service
1315 East-West Highway, Silver Spring, MD 20910
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Report all dead, injured, distressed, or entangled marine mammals to: 
1-877-925-7773

24-Hour Stranding Hotline

What can the Public Do?



Stranding network members conduct a necropsy of a humpback whale (2021006) near Sitka with NOAA Office 
of Law Enforcement assisting as a bear guard.
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