
In the past four years, Hubbs-SeaWorld Research Institute (HSWRI) has been the lead responder to several disentanglement 
efforts in our study area. Through weekly photo-identification surveys, we have been able to monitor the good news of the 
ongoing welfare of these animals and would like to share our updates with you! 

Mission: “to return to the sea some measure of the benefits derived from it” 

Spring 2016 

A newsletter of the Hubbs-SeaWorld Research Institute Marine Mammal Stranding Program 

Fins and Flukes 

Rescued Animals—Where are they now? 

VANKEN 

In early 2012 
HSWRI discovered 
a young calf, 
estimated to be 
one and a half 

years old, wrapped in monofilament fishing line in the 
Halifax River. The calf was disentangled by our staff and 
released with its mother back into the estuary.  Since then 
we have been monitoring Vanken during routine 
surveys.  In 2014 he separated from his mother, Meri, and 
began his independent life as a juvenile dolphin. We 
continue to see Vanken regularly, and he is often observed 
actively foraging and interacting with other dolphins. Our 
most recent sighting of Vanken was in March 2016. 

STEVE  In early 

2012, a juvenile male 
dolphin was observed 
struggling to swim with a 
crab pot float line wrapped 
tightly around his pectoral 
flipper.  HSWRI staff were 
able to quickly disentangle 
and release the dolphin with assistance from a Fish and 
Wildlife Commission (FWC) officer named Steve, after 
whom the dolphin was named. Since his release, we have 
continued to see Steve on nearly every survey.  As a young 
male, he is frequently seen engaging in social behaviors and 
is always curious about our vessel.  While he disappeared for 
a few months in late 2015, we are pleased to report that we 
have seen him on multiple surveys in 2016. 

LOCH In 2013, 

along with SeaWorld 
Orlando, HSWRI 
disentangled a young 
male dolphin that was 
badly entangled, 
debilitated, and was 
approaching fishers for 
handouts near Port 

Canaveral Locks.  While we were apprehensive that this 
dolphin might continue to engage in unnatural foraging 
behaviors (accepting handouts, stealing fish from fishing 
lines), we are pleased to report that since his release we have 
not witnessed Loch approaching fishers as he did when 
compromised by the entanglement.  We last sighted Loch on 
March 11th, 2015 along the east side of the locks while we 
were searching for another injured dolphin.  While he did 
approach our vessel, he quickly returned to foraging and 
showed no interest in the actively deployed fishing lines. 

BLUE In late 

2014, we disentangled 
a young calf caught in 
the fishing line in the 
Mosquito Lagoon.  
Immediately following 
the animal’s release, 
the young female 
quickly reunited with 
her mother who was pacing, waiting for the return of her 
calf.  Since Blue’s release we have actively monitored her and 
she continues to remain close to her mother, sometimes 
wandering a small distance away to practice catching fish on 
her own.  Blue was last sighted in March 2016, not far from 
where we first rescued her over a year ago. 



Rope Found in the Stomach of a Pygmy Sperm Whale 

Species Highlight 
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 In 2015, we responded to three stranded pantropical 
spotted dolphins (Stenella attenuata). This was the first time 
this species has stranded in HSWRI’s response area over 
the past 10 years. Unfortunately, rehabilitation was not an 
option for any of these animals, due to the ongoing 
morbillivirus Unusual Mortality Event occurring along the 
Atlantic coast line.  
 The first animal stranded alive in June at Cape 
Canaveral Air Force Station. NOAA (National Oceanic 
Atmospheric Association) authorized the dolphin’s 
euthanasia and the animal was brought back to our facility 
in Melbourne Beach for examination. Necropsy revealed a thin blubber layer with parasites present. The dolphin’s stomach 
was mostly empty, with just a few squid beaks and the parasites. Examination of the reproductive organs revealed that the 
animal was an adult female and had likely given birth several times in her life.  
 In November, we responded to a second live stranded pantropical spotted dolphin. Without the option of 
rehabilitation,  NOAA-authorized euthanasia was performed and the dolphin was transported to our facility for post-mortem 
examination. Necropsy revealed that the animal was an adult male, possibly of advanced age based on the condition of the 
teeth. The stomach was completely empty except for gastric parasites.  
 Just four days later, we received a report of a third stranded pantropical spotted dolphin at Cape Canaveral Air Force 
station, this time deceased. Various tissues were collected from each of these animals 
to help determine the cause of the strandings and to gather valuable information on 
the biology of this species.  
 Pantropical spotted dolphins are relatively small, reaching lengths of 6 to 7 feet 
(2 m) and weighing approximately 250 pounds (114 kg) at adulthood. They are born 
without spots but will accumulate them with age until they are almost completely 
covered with overlapping patterns. They are also identified by a dark “cape” stretching 
from their head to mid-way between the dorsal fin and tail flukes. Their rostrum is 
long and slender with a white tip and they have over 140 teeth.  Pantropical spotted 
dolphins may occur in groups of several hundred to as many as a thousand animals 
and are found in tropical and subtropical waters around the world. They are often 
observed intermingling with other dolphin species such as spinner dolphins. This species experienced a massive dolphin kill 
by tuna seiners from the late 1950s to the 1980s in the eastern Pacific. Fortunately, the pantropical spotted dolphin 
population has steadily begun to recover. 

This adult female dolphin was found 

stranded alive at Cape Canaveral Air 

Force Station in June, 2015. 

This adult male pantropical spotted dolphin was found stranded 

alive at Kennedy Space Center in November 2015. 

 
  
  
 On May 18, 2015 we received an early morning call about a live whale on Melbourne Beach. HSWRI staff and 
volunteers mobilized immediately and found the whale, a 10-foot (307 cm) male pygmy sperm whale (Kogia Breviceps), rolling 

in the surf. The animal was moved up the beach and kept upright. Volunteers helped keep the 
animal wet, cool and shaded. Unfortunately, the whale was in poor condition and was emaciated 
with frothy respirations. Historically, pygmy sperm whales have had very little success in marine 
mammal hospitals and are not considered good candidates for rehabilitation. With permission 
from NOAA, the whale was euthanized on the beach and brought to the HSWRI’s lab for post-
mortem examination.  The overall appearance of the heart suggested the animal may have suffered 
from heart disease. The stomach contents included parasites, squid remains, two pieces of thin, 
black plastic and an 11-foot long coil of polypropylene rope!   
 We are grateful to the residents of Melbourne Beach for reporting this animal and to HSWRI 
volunteers for their assistance in this response. Findings from these types of strandings provide 

valuable contributions to our knowledge of human impacts on off-shore species and 
our ability to advise resource management.  You can do your part to reduce these 
harmful interactions by participating in coastal clean-ups and disposing of waste 
properly! 

An 11- foot piece of 

polypropylene rope 

was found coiled in 

the stomach of the 

pygmy sperm whale. 



Volunteer Highlight 
What can you do to 

help a stranded whale  

or dolphin? 

To report an injured or dead 
marine mammal, please call:       

1-888-404-3922 
 

 Please do not push the 

animal back into the water.  

Stranded animals are 

typically very sick, injured or 

orphaned and will beach 

themselves again. 

 Keep people and pets away 

from the animal.  Limit the 

number of people to the 

minimum needed to hold the 

animal upright.  Petting 

stranded marine mammals 

should be avoided because it 

may cause stress to the 

animal. 

 Keep the animal upright and 

relieve pressure from the 

flippers by digging pits under 

them in the sand. 

 Keep the animal cool and wet 

by pouring water on the skin 

or applying wet towels  and 

shading the animal (avoid 

getting water in or blocking 

the blowhole). 

 Avoid the tail area and let go 

of the animal if it thrashes.  

Stranded whales and 

dolphins can be dangerous. 

Stranding Summary 

 In 2015, we responded 
to 60 cetacean strandings (42 
in the Indian River Lagoon 
and 18 in the Atlantic 
Ocean) including 14 live 
animals and 46 dead animals. 
Fifty-one strandings 
occurred in Brevard County 
and 9 strandings occurred in 
Volusia County.  
 Stranding response data  included: 

• 51 bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) (44 dead, 7 live) 
• 4 pygmy sperm whales (Kogia breviceps) (1 dead, 3 live) 
• 3 pantropical spotted dolphins (Stenella attenuata) (1 dead, 2 live) 
• 1 pilot whale (Globicephala macrorhynchus) (live) 
• 1 melon-headed whale 

 Joe, a retired veteran, from Buffalo, NY made his way down to Central Florida 
to leave the cold weather behind. Being a new resident to Florida, he stumbled upon 
our lab when visiting the Ponce de Leon Beach Landing across the highway from 
HSWRI.  After finding out about HSWRI's mission he was immediately on board to 
join us as a volunteer.  Joe is a highly valued member of our team; he is always at the 
ready for a stranding call and seems to always have a solution to every facility 
issue.  He is truly a hero to us.   
 Joe, along with his dog Cheech, is part of our Hubbs-SeaWorld Research 
Institute family.  He enjoys spending time with his dog, 
kayaking, searching for treasures on the beach with his 
metal detector, long rides on his motorcycle and helping 
animals of all kinds.  Thank you Joe for all of your help!  
You are truly a blessing to us here at Hubbs-SeaWorld 
Research Institute! 
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Bottlenose Dolphin Released from Crab Pot  

Hubbs-SeaWorld Research Institute 

Marine Mammal Stranding Program  

 Hubbs-SeaWorld Research Institute (HSWRI) is a not-for-profit research 
organization established in 1963, by the founders of SeaWorld, Inc. in San Diego, 
California. For over 53 years, the Institute’s mission has been  
“to return to the sea some measure of the benefits derived from it.” HSWRI has been involved 
with marine mammal strandings in Florida for more than two decades and has been a 
participant in the Southeastern U.S. Stranding Network since 1997. As a stranding 
network member, HSWRI responds to cetacean (whale and dolphin) strandings along 
the east coast of Florida, primarily in Brevard County where the majority of strandings 
occur. Stranded animals provide an opportunity for HSWRI scientists to gather 
biological information and conduct valuable scientific research that is critical to our 
understanding of the health of coastal and ocean ecosystems in Florida. The team is 
also called upon to assist with manatee strandings and cetacean stranding events 
outside its primary area.  
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The HSWRI Marine Mammal 
Stranding Team: Assistant Research 
Scientist, Teresa Jablonski and 
Research Scientists,  
Wendy Noke Durden, Megan Stolen  
and Sam Rossman (not shown). 

 Early on the morning on October 22, 2015 we received a call 
from a camper at Long Point Marina in Melbourne Beach describing 
a dolphin in distress. The dolphin appeared to be weighed down and 
was struggling to breathe. An HSWRI volunteer was first on scene to 
assess the animal’s behavior and determined the dolphin was tethered. 
With approval from NOAA Fisheries we were able to enter the water 
with the dolphin. We approached the dolphin on foot and via kayak it 
was determined that the dolphin was entangled in rope and anchored 
to a crab pot. The trap was lifted and the animal was supported and 
brought closer to the shoreline into shallow water. The rope was 
wrapped tightly around the base of the tail and the flukes. The rope 
was cut and the animal quickly swam away. Photographs revealed only 
minor wounds to the base of the tail and flukes. The entangling gear 
was collected by HSWRI and identified as a baited and active stone 
crab trap with buoy and float line. We are hopeful that this animal will 
make a full recovery and will go on to live a full life in the lagoon. 
  Research by HSWRI’s Wendy Noke Durden has revealed 
that dolphins in the Indian River Lagoon may occasionally forage 
from crab pots leading to possible injury and mortality. We have 
responded      
to multiple incidents of dolphins entangled in crab pots, most notably 
the star of the Dolphin Tale movies, “Winter” who was entangled in a 
crab pot in the Mosquito Lagoon and subsequently lost her tail.  
 We are thankful to the campers and bystanders at Long Point 
Marina for their timely reporting of this distressed animal allowing 
HSWRI to quickly respond, disentangle and save the dolphin’s life.   
If you discover an entangled or injured dolphin, please call the Florida 
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission hotline immediately, at  
1-888-404-FWCC (3922).  

The dolphin was supported in shallow water while the 

rope was removed from its tail. 



Corporate and Foundation 

Partners 

Our ability to respond to marine mammal strandings and 
save dolphins along Florida’s east central coast is possible 

with the dedicated support of our local partners.  

WISH LIST  
Our current wish list is now available through 

Amazon.com! Click on “Wish List” and search for HSWRI 
and you will find our Marine Mammal Stranding Program 

Wish List. Thank you for your support!  
As an added bonus, if you purchase through Amazon Smile 
(smile.amazon.com), and choose HSWRI as your charitable 
organization, a portion of your purchase price will also be 

donated to HSWRI! 

Note: These listings are comprised of donors who have supported our 
Stranding Program from April 2014 through April 2016. Though we take 

every possible step to ensure its accuracy, it is possible that an oversight has 
occurred. If your name has been omitted or there is an error in the listing,  

we apologize and ask that you contact us at  
619-226-3871 or solutions@hswri.org. 

A special thanks to our Florida Hubbs Society members for their 

support of HSWRI and our Marine Mammal Stranding Program:  

     “Fins and Flukes” Members 

We extend a sincere thank you for your support of our program and 

for your comments about Fins and Flukes! Your contributions directly 

help our response to live and dead whales and dolphins. 

Dr. and Mrs. John Ahlering 
Alice and Brad Andrews 
Linnea Arrington 
Elli and Jim Atchison 
Jane and Bill Bieberbach 
Cynthia and K.C. Bishop 
Community Foundation for Brevard 
The Boeing Company  
Rose and Dan Brown 
Dan Decker 
Jan and John Driscoll 
Nancy and John Dwyer 
The Albert E. and Birdie W.  
 Einstein Fund 
Julie and Pete Ensor 
Anne and Bob Fletcher 
Mari and Todd Gutschow 
Victoria and Murray Hutchison 
Bob Kelly 
Cara and Don Kent 
Jackie and Craig Meyer 
Donnie Mills  
Barbara and Mike Morton 
The Orca Fund at The San Diego 
 Foundation 

Mike Perry 
Shayla and Terry Prather 
The John H. Prescott Marine 
 Mammal Rescue Assistance Grant 
 Program of NOAA 
John Reilly 
Rockwell Collins 
Dixie and Jerry Sansom 
SeaWorld & Busch Gardens Conservation 
 Fund 
SeaWorld Parks & Entertainment  
Dr. Heather Sellick and Captain  Howard 
“Bud” Uren  
Jill and Bill Shedd 
W. Kelly Smith 
Teri and Mark Snell 
Space Coast Office of Tourism 
Laurilee Thompson 
Up & Running Fitness 
US Scuba Center in memory of 
 Florence M. Sellick 
Geri Ann Warnke 
Gordie and Louis Zimm 

The ORCA Fund at the  

San Diego Foundation 

The John H. Prescott  

Marine Mammal Rescue  

Assistance Grant Program  

Linda Andruske 
Betsy and Chuck Baird 
George Banghart 
Bass Pro Shops 
Kent Bradley  
Linda Bradley  
Cathy Brucker 
Judy Buse 
Alda and John Butler 
Carolina Skiff 
Central Florida Foundation 
Deborah and Donald Charnasky 
Richard Chattellier 
Patricia Digeronimo 
Cheyenne Evans 
Float On Boat Trailers 
Susan and Donald Franchi 
Michael Halpern  
Susan Helms 
Holy Name of Jesus Catholic School 
Sandra Shore and Alfred Hurtado  

Trudie and Anthony Infantini 
Helga and Vince Lamb 
Philip Levine 
Joan MacDonald 
Alisa Mickey 
Lois Naylor 
Lilla Nelson 
Dr. Elizabeth Nolan 
Jennifer and Roger Ogburn 
Jolene Poole 
Marcia and Colonel Jim Ridenour 
Pamela Salacka 
Dr. Carolyn Schlick 
Jacie and Jim Stivers 
United Way of Volusia-Flagler 
 County 
John Way  
David Wuest 
Yamaha 
Mary Zaleski 

You can support our efforts by 

purchasing a Discover Florida’s 

Oceans License Plate! 

DiscoverFloridasOceans.org 

Albert E. and Birdie W. Einstein Fund 

5  

We would like to express our gratitude to the 

veterinary and animal care staff at SeaWorld 

Orlando for their constant support and assistance. 



      
         Individual/Family $25/year          Explorer $50/year                  
        Researcher $100/year      Navigator $250/year 
        Captain $500/year          Society Member* $1000/year 
 

*All members receive the HSWRI Marine Mammal Stranding Program "Fins and Flukes" newsletter 
and be invited to special HSWRI Florida events. 
Donations may also be made online at hswri.org/donate-now/ or by credit card at 619-226-3871. 

Hubbs-SeaWorld Research Institute 

4020 S. Hwy A1A 

Melbourne Beach, FL 32951 

Name________________________________ 

Address______________________________ 

City_________________________________ 

State/Province_________________________ 

ZIP/Postal Code________________________ 

Email________________________________ 

Become a Friend of MMS Program  

Hubbs-SeaWorld Research Institute 

Stranding Program 

3830 S. Highway A1A #4-181 

Melbourne Beach, FL 32951 

Please mail donation to: 

**A copy of the official registration (#CH-102-00) and       
financial information may be obtained from the division 
of consumer services by calling toll-free 1-800-435-7352 
within the state.  Registration does not imply 
endorsement, approval, or recommendation by the state.  


