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Greetings from the Coordinator
by Mandy Migura, NMFS

Thank You for a Great 2016!
This has been a great first year for me as the Regional Stranding Coordinator. I
have enjoyed working with many of you, and learning so many facets involved
with my new role. Just a few of the things our network dealt with this year include
two UMEs (ice seals, and large whales in the Gulf of Alaska); numerous large
whales stranding in unusual locations (e.g., a fin whale near Anchorage); very
public stranding and disentanglement responses (esp. in SC and SEAK); and
participation in oil spill response drills which included scenarios involving oiled
marine mammals. We also had some Alaska representation at the National
Stranding Meeting held in West Virginia in June. Our network members have
shown great collaboration and perseverance throughout these events, and I hope
that we can keep improving into the future. We all play a key role in the success
of our Alaska Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program, and
none of us can be successful on our own. So, thanks for a great year and here’s
to an even better 2017.

Reminders for Stranding Agreement Holders
1) Have you reviewed your agreement lately?
Not every stranding agreement is the same, and different organizations may be
authorized for different types of responses. If a particular response is covered by your
agreement, then you do not need to wait for additional authorization from us – your
agreement is your authorization and you can take the lead organizing a response. If your
authorization does not cover a specific type of response you must get NMFS approval
before responding.
We do track strandings and assign them a NMFS Alaska Region ID number. Please
let us know about a stranding event as soon as possible so we can provide you
with that NMFS ID number and can add the event to our records.
2) Are you submitting your reports?
The stranding agreement does have strings attached – the dreaded reports. In addition
to notifying us of an event, even if you take the lead coordinating the response, we still
need to receive the data in a timely fashion. Level A forms are to be submitted within 30
days. Level B and C data need to be submitted as soon as possible.
We are not just a stranding response program, but also a health program.
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Submitting your reports on time also helps track larger scale changes in health.

Greetings from the Coordinator - continued.
Good News:
Word is spreading and folks are using the stranding hotline! This means we are learning
about more strandings from more people and locations across the state. This summer it
seemed like the phone didn’t stop ringing, especially after regular business hours.
Thanks to all the network members who helped out reporting strandings, or helping out
with responses. We are aware of some frustrations with the hotline and are working
towards improving that service.

Possible Changes on the Horizon…
Our National MMHSRP is soliciting public comments about modifications to Level A data
forms, including new human interaction forms. Please review the modifications and
submit official comments if you have concerns. The deadline is approaching. See page
19 for more information.

Who and Where are Agreement Holders?
In an effort to try and improve recognition and awareness of all our Alaska Stranding
Network Agreement Holders, we developed a map that delineates the state into 5
subareas and shows the locations of agreement holders in each. See page 4 for the
map.

Save the Date…Friday January 28, 2017…8am-12pm
We are planning on another half day stranding network meeting in conjunction with the
Alaska Marine Science Symposium. Please contact Mandy or Kate asap to let us know
-if you will be able attend. The agenda will be dependent upon participation, but we hope
to at least get network member updates to the group.
-

What Are…?

I

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

Photo opp… :These are miscellaneous and interesting stranding photos
I

received this year, but which do not necessarily accompany a specific story or
topic in this newsletter.
_J
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Alaska Stranding Network Subareas and
Locations of Stranding Agreement Holders
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Stranding Network Agreement Holders 2016 – by Subarea
Arctic:
• North Slope Borough
Bering Sea:
• Aleut Community of St Paul
• University of Fairbanks, MAP
Southcentral:
• Alaska Consortium of Zooarcheologists
• Alaska SeaLife Center
• Alaska Veterinary Pathology Services
• University of Alaska Fairbanks, Museum

Gulf of Alaska:
• University of Fairbanks, MAP
Southeast:
• Alaska Whale Foundation
• Bridge Veterinary Service
• Chichagof Conservation Council
• Glacier Bay National Park
• Petersburg Marine Mammal Center
• Sitka Sound Science Center
• University of Alaska Southeast, Juneau
• University of Fairbanks, MAP
• University of Alaska Southeast, Sitka
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The PEG Board
(Pinniped Entanglement Group)
by Kim Raum Suryan, NMFS

Summer 2016 Report
Steller Sea Lions
The stranding hotline received 11 reports of 10 entangled Steller sea lions (one was a
resight of an earlier report) between 6/21/16 and 9/8/16. Of these reports, nine
individuals had interacted with fishing gear (seven had ingested salmon troll gear, one
had a hook hanging from the mouth and monofilament line wrapped around the neck,
and one had a circle hook embedded in the lip (from long line gear). Two individuals
were observed with neck entanglements, one with a packing band around the neck
and the other with an unknown neck entanglement. There was also one report of an
individual trailing a buoy but no other information was available. The most unusual
entanglement was of an individual observed near Sitka that not only had a packing
band neck entanglement but also had ingested salmon gear (see photo below).

Photos of Steller sea lion with ingested hook AND plastic packing band neck entanglement
(Photos courtesy of J. Poulson, Daily Sitka Sentinel).

Northern Fur Seals
Staff from NMFS Alaska Region Protected Resources Division and Marine Mammal
Laboratory observed 18 entangled northern fur seals on St. George and St. Paul
Islands during the course of other research. NMFS staff were able to capture and
disentangle nine individuals successfully. Entangling material included: braided
polyester line, twisted strand netting, packing bands, black rubber bands,
miscellaneous line, and other materials. Tribal staff made at least three additional
entanglement observations and disentangled at least one of those entangled seals.
Tribal staff removed about 2,000 lbs. of plastic marine debris prior to the arrival of fur
seals from coastal areas they use during the summer and autumn.
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The PEG Board– continued.

Above: Photos of adult female northern fur seal with deep neck wound from a plastic packing band.

Left: Photo of young fur seal entangled in tight
green plastic packing band.

(All photos courtesy of S. Bogle)

Steller Sea Lion Disentanglement
NMFS and Alaska Department of Fish and Game staff used chemical immobilization to
successfully sedate, capture, and remove flashers (lures) from two subadult male
Steller sea lions this summer. One male was disentangled on land and outfitted with a
satellite transmitter to monitor post-release survival. The second individual was
disentangled from the side of the boat. Both individuals were resighted after release
and were doing well.
Below: Cutting flasher that
was very tight against the
mouth.

Above:Subadult male Steller
sea lion with ingested hook
and flasher

Above:Temporary dye marks
on sides and satellite tag on
head to monitor post-release
survival
(All photos courtesy of ADF&G)

6

The PEG Board– continued.
New Members
PEG continues to grow globally and recently welcomed four new members. We
welcomed Elsa Coria Galindo who has been working with California sea lions in the
Gulf of California for several years. Elsa is starting a disentanglement program in the
Sonora state, Mexico. She is working with Dr. Dave Zahniser and the rescue team from
the Marine Mammal Center. We also welcomed CT Harry, Assistant Stranding
Coordinator at the International Fund for Animal Welfare’s (IFAW) Marine Mammal
Rescue and Research Program, who responds to strandings throughout Cape Cod and
southern Massachusetts, USA. From the Cornish Seal Sanctuary in England, we
welcomed Tamara Cooper and Claire Fraser.

PEG Funding
The PEG was fortunate to receive federal
discretionary funds in Alaska to help toward
outreach and education as well as toward the
Steller sea lion disentanglement effort. Outreach
materials funded included four additional “Lose the
Loop” interpretive signs , four new fabric “Lose the
Loop” posters , portable display case to display
examples of entanglements during outreach
events, 2017 Alaska tide book ad, one month PSA
on KTUU TV - http://vimeo.com/72440783) Funded
disentanglement gear included one GPS satellite
tag, two location-only satellite flipper tags, Argos
satellite time, waterproof video and camera
equipment.
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Above: one of the new fabric posters.
(Photo courtesy of NMFS).

Seward Boat Harbor Interpretive
Signs
In July interpretive signs were installed at four
fish cleaning stations in the Seward boat
harbor (and soon, we will have two signs in
Homer and two signs in Juneau too). This
project was a joint effort between the PEG,
NOAA, and ADF&G so that recreational and
charter fishermen can see the harm that
unsecured plastic loops and other trash can
Above: An permanent interpretive sign in the have on marine life.
Seward Harbor. (Photo courtesy of ADF&G).
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Cordova River Delta Surveys 2016
by Sadie Wright, NMFS

NMFS Protected Resources Division (PRD) conducted six survey flights of the shifting
sand shoals of the Copper River Delta (Delta) from May 10 to August 9, 2016. The
purpose of the flights was to search for marine mammal carcasses, and, if carcasses
were observed, coordinate with the USCG to fly to the carcasses via helicopter to
determine cause of death and conduct necropsies. PRD biologists flew with the USCG
following four of the six surveys to collect samples and conduct necropsies from observed
marine mammals. At least three Steller sea lion, one unidentified whale, and five harbor
seal carcasses were observed on the survey flights. Six of the eight pinniped carcasses
showed evidence that they may have been intentionally killed by humans. In addition, we
were able to examine and sample five whale carcasses east of the survey area while we
were in Cordova to conduct scheduled surveys of the Delta.
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Cordova River Delta Surveys 2016 – continued.

Left: We brought the head of one
Steller sea lion (SSL 3) back to
Juneau and upon examination of a
radiograph image of the head,
detected metal fragments in the
skull.

(Radiographs and photo courtesy of Tongass
Veterinary Services).

Above: Sadie Wright and Kim Raum-Suryan prepare to take measurements and skin
samples from an adult female gray whale (Eschrichtius robustus: Gray whale 1) on Cape
Yakataga on June 22. This whale was initially reported to NMFS by the USCG on June 19,
and we were able to visit the carcass opportunistically after completing our scheduled 9
survey of the Copper River Delta. (Photo courtesy of NMFS).

Cordova River Delta Surveys 2016 – continued.
Left: Kate Savage scans a young female harbor seal
(HS 5) with a wand style metal detector on July 20.
For a number of reasons, including deep location of
firearm fragments or undetectable metal/alloy
composition, metal detectors may perform
inconsistently, resulting in a potentially high number
of false negatives. Assessing physical evidence and
collecting tissues for dissection, with metal detectors
used solely as a handy adjunct, is a more accurate
method of determining the presence of firearm injury
(Photo courtesy of NMFS).

The complete Annual Report for the 2016 Copper River Delta Marine Mammal Carcass
Surveys can be found online at:
https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/2016_crd_carcass_finalrpt.pdf
Results of the 2015 survey and some history of fishery interaction in the Copper River
Delta may also be found in the Summer/Fall 2015 Stranding Newsletter. NMFS is pursuing
the possibility of conducting this work again in 2017.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Photo opp…
Left: A welltraveled path is
created as
members of the
public visit a
humpback whale
carcass near
Anchorage
(Photo courtesy
of B. Carlson).

Above: The whale carcass was
removed for use by the University of
Alaska Museum (Photo courtesy of
ADF&G, by J. Meehan)
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Case Study: The One that Got Away
by Kate Savage, NMFS

Pack Creek Whale Entanglement, June 1 – 20, 2016
It was a complicated entanglement right from the start. On June 1, 2016, a large adult
humpback whale became entangled in the anchor line of an extensive mooring system
put in place the day before for the Pack Creek Bear Viewing Area, in Seymour Canal,
about 35 miles south of Juneau. After a brief, but intense, initial encounter in which the
whale pulled a mooring system from shore and dragged a 26’ aluminum boat, the line to
the boat was cut, and the whale subsequently lunged and rolled, the whale remained
entangled. Components of the entanglement were thought to include ~ 150’ of floating
line, 50’ of ground line attached to a buoy, and a 65 pound anchor.

Right: An aerial view of the entangled
animal with line trailing and buoy, taken
as the Juneau team flew to the site of
the initial entanglement (Photo
courtesy of John Moran).

Juneau entanglement response personnel arrived on site via floatplane within hours. With
the weather and seas deteriorating and a malfunctioning satellite tag, the team was only
able to attach a second buoy. They were not able to fully assess the entanglement; based
on line direction and length, they thought line was coming out of the left side of the mouth;
loose line was observed across the left pectoral fin. The team observed the animal
sculling with the pectoral fins. The whale moved South, and the team returned to Juneau.

Left: John Moran of the Juneau
team gets ready to attach a
second buoy. (Photo courtesy of
S. Wright).
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Case Study: The One that Got Away – continued.
Sat tag malfunction:
The tag had been successfully tested earlier in the season. The malfunction occurred without
warning and was a repeat of an identical problem in 2014. The tag, after emitting a series of
unusual and unique signals, was not generating satellite fixes. The satellite tag manufacturer,
Telonics, was equally as perplexed in 2016 as they were in 2014. In the end, they replaced the
GPS battery and sent the unit back with a series of maintenance procedures to follow including, 1)
running the unit for several hours every month or so (ok, we will try), 2) ensuring the magnet is
securely placed in and parallel to the grooves on the top (check), and 3) using only the magnet that
comes with the unit (check). By the way, if anyone needs spare magnets, let me know.

The next sighting of the animal occurred on June 4,
when two separate reports described an entangled
animal with a trailing orange poly buoy moving north
towards Juneau (with full use of its fluke). Both reports
included an added twist: the entangled animal was
closely accompanied by a second adult whale.
Responders moved on-site quickly while the number of
reports escalated as the entangled whale approached
busy downtown Juneau via Gastineau Channel.

Left: Onlookers watch the entangled animal as it moves
under the Douglas Bridge in Juneau (Photo courtesy of
Alaska Quest).
With help from the US Coast Guard, responders were able to add weight to the trailing
line in an effort to shift the entanglement, but the entanglement appeared to remain
unchanged. The appearance of a second whale alongside seemed to invigorate the
entangled whale, which handled the added weight, including two sea anchors, another
large poly buoy and the satellite tag and buoy, with increased speed and ease.

Right: The Juneau team, with the help of
the USCG, waits to see if added weight
shifts the entanglement (Photo courtesy
of Alaska Quest).
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Case Study: The One that Got Away –continued.
The possibility of cutting the line to the hanging anchor by throwing a cutting grapple in
front of the entangled animal was considered but discarded due to the close presence of
the second animal, and the animals were moving too quickly to allow for video
assessment of the entanglement. The responders were able to attach a satellite tag
borrowed from the Gustavus team to track the animal before the pair moved south of
Douglas. The consistent and close proximity of the second animal led to a discussion of a
possible double entanglement, which was later discounted.

The effort to track and characterize the entanglement was next assumed by the Tenakee
team as the whales moved into their response area on June 5. Despite inclement seas, the
team was able to locate the two animals using a VHS receiver. They observed the whales
engaged in prolonged and deeper dives, and wondered whether they were feeding on the
plentiful salmon fry in the area. The two animals remained very close together and,
according to team member Gordon Chew, “never more than ½ a whale apart”. Efforts were
made to visualize and record the entanglement underwater, but the water was too turbid.
The Tenakee team did not see the previously documented yellow trailing line, and an
accurate description of the entanglement remained elusive.

Right: Fire Chief Ken Merrill of the
Tenakee team uses the VHF receiver to
locate the entangled animal. (Photo
courtesy G. Chew).

Left: The two whales, tracked by the
Tenakee team, move into Chatham Strait.
(Photo courtesy G. Chew).

The tagged whale continued moving south down Chatham Strait, eventually turning east
into Frederick Sound.
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Case Study: The One that Got Away – continued.
As the animal moved in to Keku Strait near the town of Kake on
June 6, two reports were received. One described two whales
moving fast together, the second described a single entangled
whale following over 30 minutes of observation without any
indication of a second animal. On June 8, the Petersburg team
deployed to meet the whale near Payne Island. When they
arrived they found the unattached satellite tag and buoy
enmeshed in a bed of kelp. The time-release clip that had
attached the sat tag and buoy to the trailing line had tripped
earlier than expected, and the entangled whale was nowhere to
be seen.
Above: Path of entangled whale from satellite tag placement near Juneau on June 4 th until
the tag was picked up by the Petersburg team on June 8 .
Left: The unattached satellite tag
caught in kelp near Payne Island
(Photo courtesy of D. Holmes)

Right: Barry Bracken of the
Petersburg team retrieves the
unattached satellite tag and buoy
(Photo courtesy of D. Holmes)

Time release clip malfunction:
The time release clip (TRC) is a new safety mechanism and long overdue
addition to the whale entanglement response toolbox. The galvanic release
clip degrades in sea water which then frees the satellite tag and buoy from
the entangled whale. Testing had shown that the clip should open after ~12
days, but the addition of copper pins after the initial testing sped up the rate
of electrolysis and the clip opened after only 6 days. The addition of nylon
washers to separate the metals solved the problem.
Right: Eroded TRC on left compared to a partially eroded clip on right.

The next piece of the saga occurred on June 12, when a report was received of an
entangled whale traveling solo at the mouth of Thomas Bay, about 13 miles north of
Petersburg. The Petersburg team once again mounted a response.
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Case Study: The One that Got Away – continued.
With the help of the charter boat that made the initial report, the Petersburg team was able to
relocate the entangled whale. They first tried to shift the entanglement with added weight,
once again without success. The whale appeared strong, did not slow down or tire, and the
entanglement did not change. Although the whale consistently sped up as the team
approached, they were able to observe the trailing lines as well as what looked like fresh
wounds on the back, and attach a new satellite tag.

Left: Barry Bracken of the Petersburg
team observes the sat tag after
attachment to the trailing line as the
whale swims back into Frederick Sound
(Photo courtesy of S. Rice).

By June 14, the Juneau team once again
approached the entangled animal along the west
side of Douglas Island. The animal was initially
traveling alone and the team was able to “keg” the
whale with buoys and sea anchors in an effort to
slow it down and keep it at the surface. At this
point, however, another whale associated itself
with the entangled animal which then sped up. In
addition, the wind picked up, causing the team to
remove the extra buoys and sea anchors and
discontinue the effort. They were able to gain more
information about the entanglement and condition
of the animal, and also obtain a fluke ID.

Above: The track from June12th
to the 20th.

Right: Juneau responders approach the
entangled animal on June 14 (Photo courtesy of
S. Wright)
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Case Study: The One that Got Away – continued.
The whale was once again on the move. The next two reports came from observers
near Wyndham Bay south of Juneau. Because the animal was still moving rapidly,
staying in remote areas, and marine conditions were not good, no approaches were
made over the next few days.
On June 20, NMFS received word that the buoy and tag had been caught in the cork line
of a gillnet south of Grand Island in Stephens Passage. The fisher reported that two
whales dove under his net leaving 2 buoys and the tag behind with minor impact to his
net. He thought he saw the pair the next day, recognizing them because they were both
“very large animals”.

Left: Buoy and line recovered from the
gillnet fisher. The satellite tag and buoy were
also recovered. (Photo courtesy of K.
Savage).

While the fate of this long-tracked whale is unknown, it does seem likely it would eventually
be freed from the entanglement which, in the end, may have consisted of a single line
through its mouth. Throughout the two week period, the animal remained strong. Both the
Petersburg team on the 12th and Juneau team on the 14th noted that the animal did not
slow down during their respective “Nantucket sleigh rides”. The animal’s strength, coupled
with changes in the entanglement over time and the possibility that the animal was actively
feeding, bode well for a successful outcome.
The event was a terrific learning opportunity. The event was also a truly amazing example
of cooperation and coordination between members of the Southeast Alaska
disentanglement network; other agencies including the US Coast Guard, Alaska
Department of Fish and Game, and the US Forest Service; and a wide variety of people
throughout the marine community, including fishers, charter boat operators, recreational
boaters, and observers on vessels just passing through. The magnitude of response,
through both time and space, would not have been possible had it not been for the help of
all of these people, to whom we extend a huge round of applause. A special thanks also to
Aleria Jensen and Ed Lyman for their contribution to both the event and the chronicle.
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Alaska SeaLife Center –
2016 Stranding and Rehabilitation
by Halley Werner, ASLC

Alaska SeaLife Center Wildlife Response Update
Seals and Otters and Whales, oh my!
The Alaska SeaLife Center’s Wildlife Response team was involved in 15 stranded
Harbor seal reports. Of those reports, four animals were admitted alive. All four were
successfully rehabilitated, and were released in Homer, Seward, Cordova and
Naknek. Also brought in for rehabilitation – a young of the year Spotted seal from
Kotzebue and a young of the year Ringed seal from Mekoryuk, on Nunivak Island.
The Spotted seal, now named Siku, was treated for pneumonia, lungworm and
systemic infection before being placed at Mystic Aquarium in Connecticut. The
Ringed seal also presented with parasitic pneumonia and systemic infection, as well
as hair loss and head trauma. She has shown vast improvement, and is currently
undergoing treatment for lungworm. She has been named Nuni, short for Nunivak.
Sea otters continue to strand, in particular on the beaches of Homer and surrounding
areas. ASLC volunteers have assisted USFWS with collecting data on over 140
deceased sea otters this year to date. This indicates an increased response
compared to 2015.
Distressed
Animal Reports
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Above: The Alaska SeaLife Center received a record high volume of stranded animal
reports in 2015. Much of the increase can be attributed to the sudden onset of dead and
dying sea otters in the Homer area in the fall. The mass Murre die-off late in the year
also contributed greatly. Even though ASLC received fewer calls in 2016, more of the
reports resulted in action on our part. Therefore, 2016 was another record year for
cases requiring an active response.
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Alaska SeaLife Center – continued.
ASLC staff have also participated in a variety of necropsies this year, particularly
cetaceans. A few highlights include a young Fin whale that found its way to the Seward
cruise ship terminal on the bulbous bow of a ship, an adult Fin whale in Knik Arm, a
surprisingly fresh Humpback whale on the beach in Hope and a Beluga in Ekuk.
HAZWOPER Trainings
After the Deepwater Horizon Spill, a great need was recognized to better prepare animal
care professionals to respond disaster events. In collaboration with the Association of
Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) the Alaska SeaLife Center (ASLC) has been providing
HAZWOPER 24-hr training, along with the required annual refresher training, to
zoological professionals across the country; this is the oil spill response training required
by OSHA for anyone involved in hazardous waste response situation.
Prior to 2014, ASLC trained interested staff members and wildlife response volunteers
through various approved third party vendors. Subsequently, Chip Arnold, ASLC
Operations Director, received training from New Environment to become certified as a
HAZWOPER 24hr instructor, enabling ASLC to deliver trainings more frequently.
Currently, ASLC has 19 certified staff members on its Oiled Wildlife Response Team
(OWRT) and 16 certified Wildlife Response volunteers. All ASLC OWRT staff members
have the required PPE on-hand for a response event. In total, ~125 individuals are
current on their certification, 102 are affiliated with AZA and handful of employees from
NOAA and USFWS. Approximately 45 facilities across the country have sent employees
to participate in HAZWOPER trainings. We have also certified individuals affiliated with
one of our partner oil spill response organizations, CISPRI – Cook Inlet Spill Prevention
& Response Inc.
In September 2016, ASLC was awarded a grant from the Institute of Museum and
Library Services (IMLS) to work with AZA to create and sustain national network of
animal care professionals to respond to oil spills and other disaster events. Under the
three-year grant, ASLC will work with the Karen C. Drayer Wildlife Health Center (WHC)
of the University of California Davis School of Veterinary Medicine, to develop and
deliver training courses, a mutual aid framework, and searchable database to facilitate
rapid identification and deployment of appropriately trained specialists from the AZA
community.
Once again, ASLC will be providing the required HAZWOPER 8-hr Refresher training
and is able to waive the associated $75 fee to members of the Alaska Stranding
Network. Participants will receive reminders via email, before their current certifications
expires, asking if they would like to continue. If yes, participants will be sent the
necessary materials to complete the course.
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Announcements, Updates and FYIs
Updated Level A
The Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program (MMHSRP) is going
through the formal process of updating and revising the Level A data forms as per the
Paperwork Reduction Act (PRA). Part of that process involves allowing for public
comment through a notice in the Federal Register. Comments are invited regarding the
proposed revisions to the existing forms and Examiners Guide, as well as the new
proposed Human Interaction form. As primary users of the Level A Stranding Data
forms, I hope you will have a chance to review the proposed changes and submit official
comments. All comments should be submitted to the Paperwork Clearance Officer,
Jennifer Jessup (Jjessup@doc.gov), so that they can be recorded, summarized, and
included as a matter of public record. The public comment period closes January 3
,2017. The Federal Register notice is available at:
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2016/11/01/2016-26279/proposedinformation-collection-comment-request-marine-mammal-health-and-strandingresponse-program.
To help understand the changes and revisions, the MMHSRP has just published a
website explaining the PRA process and proposed revisions to the stranding response
forms. The website also has links to the forms with the proposed edits, and explains
how the stranding network can submit comments on the forms. The link to the
MMHSRP webpage discussing these proposed changes
is http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/levela.html.
Please feel free to share with folks in your programs who may have responsibilities for
collecting and/or reporting Level A data for marine mammal strandings.

A reminder: Levels As are due within 30 days of an
event!

Photo opp…
Left: A concerned citizen sent us this
Steller sea lion photo, worried that
the animal was stuck (Photo
courtesy of NMFS).
Right: Turns out the animal had
simply found a unique niche (Photo
courtesy of J. Moran)
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Announcements, Updates and FYIs continued
Prescott Updates

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

Congratulations to the Alaska SeaLife Center for successfully obtaining funds from the
2016 Prescott competition for “Preparing for Unusual Events Involving Live Marine
Mammals in Alaska & Using Deployable Assets for Rehabilitation.”
The 2017 Prescott proposal solicitation period closed on October 5, 2016. A total of 61
eligible applications were received, including three from Alaska. That’s triple what was
received by Alaska last year - good job and good luck! The 2017 Technical Review will
be the week of January 9th in Baltimore, MD.

Crassicauda sp. in Harbor Porpoise
By K. Savage
Parasites are a frequent finding in harbor porpoise necropsies, often involving
multiple organ systems including the gastrointestinal tract, the respiratory tract, the
liver and pancreas. One of the most common parasites in harbor porpoise is
Crassicauda sp., a nematode that typically resides between the subcutaneous fat
and skeletal muscle layers around the flank.
Of the 10 most recent complete necropsies performed on adult harbor porpoises in
Alaska, Crassicauda sp. were found in half of the animals. In Greenland, a recent
study found the incidence of Crassicauda in harbor porpoise increased from 35% in
1995 to 45% in 2009. The authors speculated that the increase may have been due
to a larger fraction of cephalopods, possibly an intermediate host, in their diet.

Above: A Crassicauda bundle
removed from the flank of a Juneau
harbor porpoise (Photo courtesy of K.
Savage)

The same study found that the overall
severity of parasitism and associated
pathology in harbor porpoise, as well as
the appearance of new parasites, also
increased over time. The trend was
considered likely to be associated with
changes in diet, increasing sea
temperatures and receding ice cover
(Lehnert et al. 2014). Given similar shifts
in Alaskan environmental conditions, it
would be interesting to note whether a
similar increase in parasite load is
apparent in regional harbor porpoise.

Lehnert, K. et al. 2014. Increase in parasite burden and associated pathology in harbor porpoises
(Phocoena phocoena) in West Greenland. Polar Biology 37:321-331.

20

Announcements, Updates and FYIs continued
2016 WGMMUME Annual Meeting: Update on the
2011 Northern Pinniped UME
- Raphaela Stimmelmayr and Gay Sheffield
Let us start off with saying that the cause of the 2011 ice seal Unusual Mortality
Event (UME) characterized by fulminant skin, muco-cutaneous sores, an inability
to molt properly, unusual lethargic behavior, as well as a plethora of postmortem
findings in the skin, lungs, liver, and immune organs - remains a mystery.
Nonetheless, the search to better understand this event continues. Since the last
Northern Pinniped UME Core Group Meeting during January 2016, ancillary
diagnostic investigations into the possible role of novel viruses continue and
hormonal analyses are also underway. Additionally, there are efforts to better
understand potential environmental drivers (i.e. algae, biotoxins, sea ice
quality/quantity, sea surface temperature etc.) for this unusual ice seal disease.
Coastal communities from the Bering Strait region to the North Slope Borough
continue to find affected ringed, bearded, and spotted seals while harvesting seals
for subsistence purposes. Affected seals continue to have derailed molting cycles
and/or an inability to grow their fur coat properly - lingering signs of an ongoing
skin/hair cycling associated syndrome. Recent regional community reports
indicate that affected seals that are inadvertently harvested are, other than having
a troubling visual appearance, in good body condition, and exhibit normal
behaviors (i.e. non approachable). In the absence of continued non-harvest related
mortality among affected ice-associated seal species since 2012 and the lessening
of symptoms associated with the clinical presentation from 2011 to 2016, the
Northern Pinniped UME Core Group agreed to submit a UME closure request
package to the national Working Group of Marine Mammal Unusual Mortality Event
(WGMMUME) during 2017. As summarized by Michael Moore (WGMMUME)
during the annual update, “This [hairloss] maybe the new abnormal “Normal” for
ice seals under a changing Arctic”. We hope this is not the final answer to the still
ongoing problem with ice-associated seals. Additional work ahead to prepare UME
closure request documents includes summarizing and quantifying the diagnostic
and necropsy data for early (2011-2012) and later (2013-2016) cases. Updated
findings and results will be shared with the Ice Seal Committee, maritime
subsistence communities, Alaska Marine Mammal Stranding Network (AMMSN)
members, and colleagues. We continue to encourage AMMSN members and
coastal communities to remain vigilant during 2017 and report cases of unusual
“balding” seals to the Network and/or regional hub coordinators (i.e. Barrow: North
Slope Borough (907) 852-0350, Nome: UAF Alaska Sea Grant (907) 434-1149;
Kawerak Subsistence Program (907) 443-4265) for documentation and follow up.
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Announcements, Updates and FYIs continued
Alaska-Specific Revision to Stranding Agreement!
Kudos to Gay Sheffield! Thanks to her tireless advocacy for the people and
animals across Alaska, the Alaskan Stranding Agreement now includes
references to tribal governments in addition to the standard references to
federal, state and local governments.

Gulf of Alaska Large Whale UME Update
- Kate Savage
Between May 22 and June 17 of 2015, 12 dead fin whales were reported near Kodiak
Island and in the western Gulf of Alaska (GOA), an unprecedented number which
prompted the UME designation. Coastal British Columbia (BC) also experienced an
unusual intensity of large whale strandings in 2015. Consequently, investigations of the
two regions were combined and data collected. In 2016, the Large Whale UME core
team primarily prepared for the possibility of a similar event, which included the January
Workshop on GOA Anomalies, PSAs to encourage rapid reporting, Kodiak carcass
surveys and necropsy preparedness. Fortunately, the event was not replicated in
2016. The core team is currently compiling and analyzing data which will be
summarized in a document submitted to the larger investigative team. Based on the
analysis thus far, pending outstanding results and the input of the investigative team,
the tentative recommendation is to close the UME with December 31, 2016 as a
targeted deadline. The core team will also be looking at 2016 necropsy results from fin
and humpback whales stranded outside of the UME area. Poor body condition and
unusual stranding location have been a concern in large whale strandings this year,
which possibly serve as indications of continued environmental shifts.
More information on the GOA/BC Large Whale UME may also be found in the Spring
2016 Stranding Newsletter.

Photo opp…
Left: An immature bald eagle works on
getting some air while entangled in loops
of Steller sea lion intestine. White Sisters
Steller sea lion rookery, July 2016
Photo courtesy of ADF&G.
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Photo opp…
Left: Prop-strike scars on a humpback that
was observed in Unalaska Bay this fall. (Photo
courtesy of B. Lekenof, in care of M. Good )

Welcome new Stranding Network member: Serena
Jordon!
Serena Jordan was recently hired as Dr. Kathy Burek-Huntington’s technician and will
be assisting her with necropsies. A lifelong Alaskan, Serena grew up enjoying the
opportunity to hunt, fish, and trap on a regular basis. She attended UAA where she
earned her B.S. in Natural Sciences and is nearly complete with her graduate
certificate program at Oregon State University for Wildlife Management. Serena has
worked as an environmental technician and scientist for the past five years, primarily
preforming field work, and left her position to pursue a career with wildlife. She has
always wanted to work with wildlife in some way and is looking forward to the challenge
of working as a necropsy technician.

Photo opp…

Above: A brown bear checks out the carcass of a sperm whale near Kamishak Bay
(Photos courtesy of K. Traphagen).
THANK YOU in for your hard work during the 2016 stranding season. Many calls come 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. 23
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