
 

 

What is a stranded marine 
mammal? 

A cetacean (whale, dolphin, or porpoise) is considered 
stranded when it is on the beach, dead or alive, or in 
need of medical attention while free-swimming in U.S. 
waters. A pinniped (seal or sea lion) is considered to 
be stranded either when dead or when in distress on 
the beach and not displaying normal haul-out 
behaviors. Live-stranded animals are usually in need 
of medical attention or free-swimming but cannot 
return to their natural habitat without assistance.  
Single strandings involve one animal per event and 
occur frequently, depending on geographic area and 
time of year. Each year, 2,500 to 6,000 stranded 
marine mammals are reported to the National Marine 
Mammal Stranding Network.  
Mass strandings involve more than two cetaceans 
(excluding cow/calf pairs) stranding at the same time 
and place. Several causes have been determined or 
implicated, including, but not limited to, extreme 
weather events, tidal changes, disease of all or a single 
group member, or human-related events.  
Unusual Mortality Events involve stranding or 
mortalities that occur abnormally and meet specific 
criteria established by the Working Group on Marine 
Mammal Unusual Mortality Events (i.e., are 
unexpected, involve a significant die-off of a marine 
mammal population, and demand immediate 
response).  Special investigation teams are assembled 
to determine the causes of these events.  
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How many dolphins have stranded on 
Cape Cod this winter?  Between January 12th and 
February 16, 2012 a total of 178 common dolphins (Delphinus 
delphis) have stranded in Wellfleet, MA and surrounding areas. 
One hundred and seven dolphins stranded dead and seventy-
one stranded alive.  Fifty-three of the live stranded dolphins 
have been released back into the wild successfully.  The 
remaining 18 dolphins that stranded alive subsequently died or 
were euthanized.  
 

Who is responding to the dolphins?  The 
International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) is the lead 
local responder for Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Given the 
longevity of the current mass stranding event, additional 
partners in the Northeast Regional Stranding Network are 
assisting in response and recovery efforts. 

The National Marine Mammal Stranding Network  
administered by NOAA Fisheries’ Marine Mammal Health and 
Stranding Response Program consists of over 120 organizations 
partnered with NOAA Fisheries Service to investigate marine 
mammal strandings. These stranding network organizations are 
established in all coastal states and are authorized through 
Stranding Agreements from NOAA Fisheries Service’s regional 
offices. They consist of professionals and volunteers from 
nonprofit organizations, aquaria, universities, and state and 
local governments who 
are trained in 
stranding response, 
animal health, and 
disease. Through a 
National 
Coordinator and six 
regional 
coordinators, NOAA 
Fisheries Service 
oversees, coordinates, 
participates in, and 
authorizes the 
response activities 
and provides training 
to personnel.  

 

Two common dolphins recently rescued and released in 
Wellfleet, Massachusetts, USA.  A roto tag can be seen on the 
dorsal fin of the dolphin in the background. C. 2012 IFAW 

IFAW team release two dolphins back into 
the Atlantic. C. 2012 IFAW 
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Why do marine mammals strand?  
In many stranding cases, the cause of stranding is unknown, but some identified causes include:  
 

• infectious disease, including parasite infestation  
• starvation (e.g., associated with El Niño events)  
• pollution exposure  
• trauma (e.g., injuries from ship strikes or fishery entanglements)  
• sound (human-generated or natural)  
• harmful algal blooms and associated biotoxins  
• unusual weather or oceanographic events  

How does this stranding event compare to previous mass stranding 
events on Cape Cod? Mass strandings of cetaceans have historically occurred for centuries around Cape 
Cod with some level of frequency.  The Cape Cod area is recognized as having the highest rates of mass strandings 
nationally. The three primary cetacean species that have routinely stranded in the area include common dolphins 
(Delphinus delphis), Atlantic white-sided dolphins (Lagenorhynchus acutus) and long-finned pilot whales (Globicephala 
melas).  There are several different theories about the causes of cetacean mass strandings around Cape Cod, including 
natural causes such as: extreme weather and oceanographic conditions that push the animals inshore; the strong 
social bonds of the animals that can lead entire groups to become trapped by tidal fluctuations when they follow prey, 
or a single sick or geriatric individual inshore; or geo-magnetic anomalies unique to the Cape that may impact the 
animals’ abilities to navigate.  Please see the accompanying graphs illustrating the number of mass stranding events 
over the past decade in Massachusetts. However, the current mass stranding event is the largest mass stranding event 
documented in the Northeast Region over the last twenty years due to the number of animals involved and the length 
of time over which the strandings have been taking place.  

What is being done to investigate the cause of these strandings? 
IFAW Marine Mammal Rescue and Research team, in consultation with NOAA Fisheries and assisted by Stranding 
Network partners, are investigating the situation thoroughly and are analyzing data and samples collected from the 
dolphins to screen for disease, biotoxins, pollution, hearing capabilities of live animals, and other health indicators to 
evaluate any potential factors (natural or human caused), as well as to evaluate the success of triage and release of 
live stranded animals.  This information will be extremely valuable in evaluation of the health of this group of 
dolphins, the potential causes, and the decisions made on the beach for appropriate care and disposition of live 
stranded animals.  Utilizing rapid and appropriate response with trained personnel, NOAA and its stranding network 
partners are significantly increasing our understanding of mass strandings and the overall health of marine mammals 
in the wild.  The teams investigating the dolphin strandings are also involved in the investigation into an ongoing 
Unusual Mortality Event involving harbor seals in New England, so there is close coordination between the two 
events to look at any potential commonalities.       
 

Are these strandings considered an Unusual Mortality Event? Although the 
recent common dolphin strandings are indeed alarming and require immediate action to save live animals and 
recover dead animals for necropsy and analyses, there is currently no evidence to suggest this situation is connected 
to the recent UME declared for harbor seals in New England.  The majority of stranded common dolphins that have 
been stranding recently on Cape Cod appear to be healthy and there is no evidence yet indicating disease, toxins or 
human-caused activities are influencing the animals to strand.  The dolphins may simply be trapped on the inside arm 
(the Bay side) of the Cape when the tides go out.  This particular species -- Common Dolphins (Delphinus delphis) -- is 
a pelagic species of dolphin and not used to shallow waters.  Once the IFAW rescue team releases the dolphins into 
deeper water on the ocean side of the Cape, the majority seems to survive (as evidenced by satellite tags showing 
animals off the coast of Maine).  NOAA is monitoring the situation closely with IFAW and other Stranding Network 
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Figure 1: The number of cetacean mass stranding events in Massachusetts per year associated with the 
total number of marine mammal strandings involved in mass stranding events for that year (data 
represent 7 species of cetaceans). 
 

Figure 2: The number of animals involved in mass stranding events in Massachusetts per year for the 
three cetacean species that most frequently mass strand: common dolphins (Delphinus delphis), Atlantic 
white-sided dolphins (Lagenorhynchus acutus) and long-finned pilot whales (Globicephala melas). 
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What happens to the dolphins when they strand? 

Members of the National Marine Mammal Stranding Network are trained to respond to stranded marine 
mammals and have extensive protocols that are followed in these events.  As reports of strandings are 
received, responders are mobilized to verify reports, collect data or perform a live animal assessment.  
Level A data is collected on all carcasses.  Fresh carcasses are recovered for necropsy examination and 
sample collection.  Supportive care and a health assessment are performed on all live animals.  This 
includes, but not limited to; documenting vital signs, external examination for wounds or injuries, 
examining skin/body condition, collection of blood samples for blood analysis, and assessing for signs of 
stress or shock. If a dolphin is deemed in good health, the dolphin, or a group of dolphins, will be released 
back into the ocean.  Often, satellite tags are attached to one or more animals released in a group to help 
monitor the movements of the dolphin(s) after release and provide further information about their 
distribution, health and habitat use.   

Figure 3: This map depicts 10 
days of satellite tag 
transmission for six common 
dolphins released from Cape 
Cod during the mass 
stranding event.  The six 
dolphins were released on 
different days of the event. 
Map courtesy of IFAW. 

IFAW Marine Mammal 
Rescue and Research Team 
transporting two common 
dolphins to a release site. C. 
2012 IFAW. 
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Where can I find more information? 

On the Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program website: 

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/ 

International Fund for Animal Welfare website: 

http://www.ifaw.org/us/ 

NOAA National Marine Fisheries Service Northeast Regional Office Marine Mammal Stranding Program website: 

http://www.nero.noaa.gov/prot_res/stranding/ 

 

Are there any indications of human caused impacts on the stranded 
dolphins? 

External observations do not indicate any human interaction (ex: fishery or vessel interactions) that 
may be contributing to the stranding events.   

Could military activities (e.g., Navy sonar or exercises) be causing these strandings? The Navy has not 
conducted a major training exercise off the coast of Massachusetts or anywhere in the Northeast in the 
last 24 months.  Some animal welfare organizations have inquired about “Operation Bold Alligator 
12”, which was a combined Navy and Marine Corps training exercise recently conducted off the coast 
of North Carolina and southern Virginia 
(http://www.public.navy.mil/usff/ba12/Documents/ba12_info.pdf).   No hull mounted active sonar 
was used during "Operation Bold Alligator 12." Activities conducted during that exercise could not 
possibly have affected dolphins in the Gulf of Maine and Cape Cod Bay.   

Necropsy examinations have been conducted on recovered carcasses.  Samples collected from those 
carcasses will be analyzed to screen for disease, biotoxins, pollution, and other health indicators to 
evaluate any potential factors (natural or human caused).  

Are dolphin strandings in other areas connected to the mass 
strandings on Cape Cod? 

There have been isolated common dolphin strandings in other areas of the Northeast Region (ex: 
Maine, Rhode Island and New Jersey) during the same time frame as the mass stranding event.  In 
evaluating tracking data, common dolphins released from Cape Cod have travelled as far north as 
Maine and as far south as Maryland. NOAA Fisheries Service and the Northeast Region Stranding 
Network are monitoring these strandings very closely and are prepared to respond to reported live and 
dead stranding events.  Necropsy examinations have been performed on five common dolphin 
carcasses that have stranded in areas other than Cape Cod.  The results are currently pending, but will 
be compared and analyzed to results collected from dolphins collected during the mass stranding 
event. 
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