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“You Can Do a Lot With a Towel and a Dog Carrier:” 
The Intricacies of Marine Mammal Stranding Response  

 

 January 4th, 2013 was a cold Carolina morning. After an hour’s boat ride, I 

ended up crouched on the sand of a barrier island, pulling teeth from a bottlenose 

dolphin carcass. The body had already been measured and photographed, 

particularly the large shark bite behind its dorsal fin. I had already taken skin and 

tissue samples. There were January gannets circling offshore while I cut through the 

dolphin’s gums to loosen teeth to age the animal. With Dr. Thayer (the local 

stranding response coordinator) and a park ranger from the National Seashore, I 

was there to perform the necropsy and report on the latest marine mammal 

stranding. The bottlenose dolphin is a familiar animal, one I see frequently from 

beaches and boats. I had never seen one like this: five days dead, bird-pecked, and 

still useful.  

 When marine mammals are sick, injured, disabled, or otherwise distressed, 

they are prone to beaching themselves on shore. This behavior occurs not only 

among cetaceans like whales and dolphins, but also among pinnipeds like seals and 

sea lions. Over the last forty years, the United States has gradually developed a 

policy of response to such strandings. While stranded marine mammals often die 

relatively quickly, human response can provide veterinary treatment or euthanasia 

as needed. In rare circumstances, the animals can be rehabilitated or released. 



Stranding response also serves to protect the safety and health of nearby humans, to 

determine cause of death, and to collect scientific data from the animals.  

These tangible benefits of effective human response to strandings improve 

conservation, research, and public perception. Yet stranding response within the 

United States remains relatively fragmented, with response based on local and often 

volunteer efforts. Here, the history of the Central Carolina Stranding Network acts as 

a case study in the diverse response programs that have existed in the United States. 

This history illustrates the necessary and desirable qualities of an effective stranding 

response network. In order to reap the benefits of efficient, comprehensive 

stranding response, national and local policy should be framed with these 

characteristics in mind.  

 

The Importance of Stranding Response 

Many marine mammal species have a protracted and unfortunate history 

with humans. Historically, they have been valued as a resource for commercial 

exploitation, furnishing society with oils, fur, baleen, meat, and more.  The economic 

demand for these animals decimated many populations—some of which, like the 

northern right whale and Antarctic blue whale, have been reduced to total 

populations of only a few hundred individuals.  Marine mammals are unfortunately 

common on the endangered species list. Less than a century later, such animals are 

now equally prized for entirely different reasons.  

 The blue whale has become one of the great icons of the conservation 

movement, as have the songs of the humpback whale. These animals are 



charismatic, thanks to their large size, long life span, and relatively high intelligence. 

Many are also highly social, with developed social structures and familiar social 

activities, like play. All of these characteristics, combined with a threatened status 

due to anthropogenic causes, give the public cause to value these animals. The 

“smile” of the bottlenose dolphin, the immense size of the blue whale, and the antics 

of sea lions are often familiar even to young children. Yet intimate contact of any sort 

is quite rare, and this gives particular weight to stranding events. Strandings show 

these animals in distress in a public venue, with strong visual imagery, and they can 

be connected to human activities unfortunately often. From this standpoint, 

appropriate response to strandings is crucial in order to address possible 

anthropogenic causes of death and public perception of these species. 

 Beyond these historical and societal concerns, stranded marine mammals 

also have serious importance for marine biology. Data collection from marine 

mammals is difficult, because the sea lowers visibility and because the animals 

themselves are fast, with large home ranges.1  It requires expensive investment of 

time and equipment, particularly when it comes to truly pelagic species. Of course, 

these logistical issues are only exacerbated by the rarity of many marine mammal 

species. In light of these circumstances, strandings provide a unique opportunity for 

scientific study. Beaked whale (Mesoplodon) species, for example, are rarely accessed 

outside of stranding events.  

Stranded animals are much more easily accessed, and often already dead or 

euthanized by the stranding response teams. This allows for in-depth necropsies, 

1 Samuels, Any and Peter L. Tyack. “Flukeprints: A History of Studying Cetacean Societies.” 
Cetacean Studies. University of Chicago Press, 2000.  

                                                        



including identification of species, gender, and age; anatomical measurements of the 

body and organs; and samples of teeth, stomach contents, and parasites. This data 

proves valuable for understanding species distribution and life history, as well as 

diet, disease, and parasite impacts. The bones can then be rearticulated for 

educational purposes. A single stranding of a rare beaked whale species, with 

extensive scientific response, has the ability to “basically double the knowledge 

about that species.”2 

Marine mammals are often among the largest organisms in their ecosystems, 

and frequently near the top of the food chain.  These characteristics, combined with 

a long life span, make marine mammals vulnerable to pollutants that accumulated in 

their fat reserves. Marine mammals act as effective indicator species for 

biomagnified pollutants. Study of resulting damage can identify harmful 

contaminants and may lead to a reduction in said pollution. Marine mammals also 

suffer as by-catch in fisheries, from ship strikes and entanglement, and from 

anthropogenic noise pollution. Cetaceans rely on sound to hunt, navigate, and 

communicate, and therefore can be harmed by engine noise, underwater explosions, 

and sonar use.3 It is particularly important to pinpoint the causes of mass 

strandings, in which large numbers of individuals strand within a short time span. In 

short, strandings, dead or alive, provide invaluable data for future conservation 

work.  

2 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  
3 Whitehead, Hal, Randall R. Reeves, and Peter L. Tyack. “Science and the Conservation, 
Protection, and Management of Wild Cetaceans.” Cetacean Studies. University of Chicago 
Press, 2000.  

                                                        



 

Existing Federal Policy  

 The 1972 Marine Mammal Protection Act, a federal conservation statute that 

singles out this category of animals for special protection, is further evidence of our 

modern regard for marine mammals. The Act’s prohibition on the “take” of any 

marine mammal in U.S. waters includes a exception for designated persons acting 

for “the protection or welfare” of the animal or the public. This section allows for 

“taking…a marine mammal in a humane manner (including euthanasia).”4  The 

stranding networks that currently exist were established under the authority of this 

clause. This clause of the Act is executed by the National Marine Fisheries Service 

(NMFS), as a branch of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA). Essentially, this legal framework allows for response, data collection, and 

rehabilitation in the case of strandings. 

 While this federal legal framework has existed for decades, there is little 

formal federal structure for stranding response. The existing stranding networks are 

primarily composed of volunteers, with a wide variety of individual organizations 

providing the overarching local structure. A 1987 NMFS report on strandings ended 

its overview of federal policy with a litany of policies that needed review, including 

“the need for regulations; …regional vs. national coordination of the stranding 

network; emergency response systems; mass stranding policies; funding and 

4 Section 109[h] of the Marine Mammal Protection Act. 16 U.S.C. §1379[h].  
                                                        



expenses; clarification of state and local participation” and more.5 Twenty-five years 

later, many of these same concerns still stand.  

 Some federal funding is provided for stranding response. The John H. 

Prescott Grant Marine Mammal Assistance Grant Program amounts to around $4 

million per year. The yearly grants are allocated through the NMFS, and authorized 

though the Marine Mammal Rescue Assistance Act of 2000, an amendment to the 

Marine Mammal Protection Act. States may apply for a competitive grant of up to 

$100,000 per year, with a 25% match required.6 This federal funding allows for 

salaried full-time employees, as well as funding data collection and rehabilitation 

facilities. For the fiscal year 2013, NOAA’s budget proposal eliminated all funding for 

the Prescott Program.  

 Beyond funding issues, perhaps the most significant of these policy issues 

that remains unclear is the role of local, state, and federal participation in stranding 

response. The fragmented nature of the existing stranding networks is due to an 

emphasis on local and regional management, rather than federally concentrated 

authority. The remainder of this report attempts to consider the possible impacts of 

these two management options, and to recommend the best policy outcome for 

effective stranding response. This issue is particularly ripe in light of the proposed 

5 Hofman, Robert J. “History, Goals, and Achievements of the Regional Marine Mammal 
Standing Networks in the United States.” NOAA Technical Report NMFS 98, Marine Mammal 
Strandings in the United States. Edited by John E. Reynolds III and Daniel K. Odell. January 
1991.  
6 Price, Kelly. “N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries Federal Assistance Annual Program Update.” 
May 10, 2012. Online at: 
http://portal.ncdenr.org/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=c84c9b16-993a-4dd7-b3a1-
0811b701f84a&groupId=38337  
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Prescott funding cut, which would eliminate federal support and designate 

stranding response to exclusively local and regional efforts.   

 

A History of the Central North Carolina Stranding Network 

 Stranding response in North Carolina is currently split between three 

geographic regions: Northern (from the Virginia border to Cape Hatteras), Central 

(focused on Core Banks and Cape Lookout), and Southern (based in Wilmington). 

North Carolina has relatively long history of stranding response, in part because its 

geography makes it a “perfect place for marine mammal strandings.”7 The Outer 

Banks barrier islands are at the intersection of the Gulf Stream and the Labrador 

Current, and these two currents can bring either tropic or arctic species into 

Carolina waters, both more likely to strand in the unfamiliar climate. There is deep 

water relatively close to the coast, which brings pelagic species into shore. Wide 

inlets, estuaries, and rivers lead marine mammals inland. As of 2013, at least 34 

species of cetaceans have stranded in North Carolina, almost half of the world’s 

known cetacean species.8 The history and development of the Central North 

Carolina Stranding Network serves as an illustrative example of how local stranding 

networks have been organized in the United States. Little to no official 

documentation of this history has been published, and so the following narrative 

was constructed for this project from personal interviews, primary documents, and 

scientific research reports.   

7 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  
8 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  

                                                        



Scientific stranding response of any kind began with the Smithsonian 

Institution, in the late 1800s. In the 1880s and 1890s, curators travelled from 

Washington, D.C. to collect rare specimens of biological interest from all over the 

east coast. The Smithsonian has a long history of marine mammal specimen 

collection, beginning with Spencer Fullerton Baird, an early secretary of the 

Institution who founded the United States Fish Commission in 1871. The U.S. Fish 

Commission evolved into the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), which now 

administers federal stranding support.9  Fredrick True formalized the Smithsonian 

interest in North Carolina strandings by arranging collaborations with local Coast 

Guard stations. True also published a species identification guide so strandings 

could be reported to Washington by telegram. Once notified, the Smithsonian could 

dispatch curators to collect samples. The Coast Guard and lighthouse keepers were 

to “endeavor to keep [stranded animals] in proper condition, and prevent them 

being cut or otherwise mutilated until I can send some word.”10 The earliest 

stranding response, “before they were even called strandings,” was thus based at a 

national institution, with an exclusive focus on scientific data collection.11 Yet the 

narrow scope of this interest and the long distance travelled made these efforts far 

from comprehensive. 

9 “History of the Marine Mammal Program.” 2013. Smithsonian National Museum of Natural 
History, Department of Vertebrate Zoology. Online at: 
http://vertebrates.si.edu/mammals/mammals_mmp.html 
10 True, Fredrick W. “Suggestions to the Keepers of the U.S. Lifesaving Stations, Light-
houses, and Light-ships, and to Other Observers, Relative to the Best Means of Collecting 
and Preserving Specimens of Whales and Porpoises.” Report of Commissioner of Fish and 
Fisheries. 1883.  
11Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.   

                                                        



This stranding response and 

collection continued through the early 

1900s until the 1920s, when curatorial 

focus at the Smithsonian switched 

from fresh marine mammal specimens 

to fossilized.12 Paleobiology was the 

popular emphasis for marine 

mammalogists, until Dr. James Mead and 

Charles Potter revisited stranding response in order to obtain fresh specimens in the 

1970s.13 These two biologists collected east coast specimens by developing an early 

predecessor of the modern stranding network. “If the Networks have a father, it is 

Dr. James Mead.”14 Bill McClellan, current head of the North Carolina Stranding 

Network, described their network as little more than “a big old truck you could drive 

on the beach,” a willingness to drive up and down the coast, and a volunteer network 

that called in to report the stranding of rare species.15 It was this Smithsonian-based 

network that was first recognized and codified by the Marine Mammal Protection 

Act.  

12 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  
13 Wilson, Don E. “Jim Mead Retires.” The Society for Marine Mammalogy. August 7 2009. 
Online at: 
http://www.marinemammalscience.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=
375:jim-mead-retires&catid=1:latest-news&Itemid=50 
14 Wilkinson, Dean M. “Report to: Assistant Administrator for Fisheries, Program Review of 
the Marine Mammal Stranding Networks.” Office of Protected Resources, National Marine 
Fisheries Service. May 1991.  
15Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  

Figure 1: Poster published by the 
Smithsonian Institution in 1970s. 
(Source: Dr. Thayer). 

 

                                                        



Following the Marine Mammal Protection Act, stranding responders required 

Letters of Authorization to legalize their takings of marine mammals. Such letters 

were issued by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), which assumed 

authority over the national stranding program. In 1977, the first NOAA workshop on 

stranding was the first organized meeting of these networks, and at the conclusion 

of the meeting, participants recommended the establishment of regional stranding 

networks coordinated by a NMFS or “other law enforcement [agency]” officials.16 

The following workshop, in 1987, showed the beginnings of expansion in the 

program. Nevertheless, after ten years of work, this workshop published a far longer 

list of goals than accomplishments, including serious funding needs for “equipment, 

supplies, and travel.”17 At the time, the national stranding response network 

consisted of regional coordinators (in charge of the Southeast, Northwest, California, 

Alaska, etc.), who organized local volunteers. Data was not entered into unified, or 

even local databases.18 The report from the Southeastern Stranding Network 

acknowledged the sincere “limits of volunteerism” in this system.19 

16 Wilkinson, Dean M. “Report to: Assistant Administrator for Fisheries, Program Review of 
the Marine Mammal Stranding Networks.” Office of Protected Resources, National Marine 
Fisheries Service. May 1991.  
17 Reynolds III, John E., and Daniel K. Odell. “An Assessment of the Accomplishments of the 
Regional Marine Mammal Standing Networks and Some Recommendations for Enhancing 
their Productivity in the Future.” NOAA Technical Report NMFS 98, Marine Mammal 
Strandings in the United States. Edited by John E. Reynolds III and Daniel K. Odell. January 
1991.  
18 Wilkinson, Dean M. “Report to: Assistant Administrator for Fisheries, Program Review of 
the Marine Mammal Stranding Networks.” Office of Protected Resources, National Marine 
Fisheries Service. May 1991.  
19 Odell, Daniel K. “A Review of the Southeastern United States Marine Mammal Standing 
Network: 1978-1987.” NOAA Technical Report NMFS 98, Marine Mammal Strandings in the 
United States. Edited by John E. Reynolds III and Daniel K. Odell. January 1991.  

                                                        



 The most common strandings in North Carolina are bottlenose dolphins, and 

in the late 1980s, a significant die off on the Atlantic coast prompted new attention 

for the species. Between 1987 and 1988, a total of 742 dolphins stranded dead on 

the mid-Atlantic coast, the “largest cetacean mortality event in world at time.”2021 

Both Dr. Victoria Thayer and Bill McClellan credit this mass stranding event with 

renewing attention to the need for better stranding networks. Additionally, 

increasing research on by-catch and fisheries impacts required fresher data and 

quicker response times. McClellan, who worked with the Smithsonian until the 

1990s, also believes that “local expertise grew” to the point that more local 

programs could be sustained.22 Before this time, many local networks suffered 

simply from a lack of knowledge, which made them unable to collect efficient data.23 

All of these factors incentivized more local response networks.  

 In 1991, the National Marine Fisheries Service published a report on existing 

stranding networks. The report detailed a wide array of failings, from inaccurate 

data reports to inconsistencies in Letters of Authorization, and highlighted a 

“serious gap in reporting in the Southeast Region.”24 Within the year, a new 

20 Wilkinson, Dean M. “Report to: Assistant Administrator for Fisheries, Program Review of 
the Marine Mammal Stranding Networks.” Office of Protected Resources, National Marine 
Fisheries Service. May 1991.  
21 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  
22 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  
23 Wilkinson, Dean M. “Report to: Assistant Administrator for Fisheries, Program Review of 
the Marine Mammal Stranding Networks.” Office of Protected Resources, National Marine 
Fisheries Service. May 1991.  
24 Wilkinson, Dean M. “Report to: Assistant Administrator for Fisheries, Program Review of 
the Marine Mammal Stranding Networks.” Office of Protected Resources, National Marine 
Fisheries Service. May 1991.  

                                                        



stranding response program began at NOAA’s Pivers Island laboratory in Beaufort, 

North Carolina. From this base in the central region of the coast, the program was 

singlehandedly responsible for all stranding response in the state. As the second 

oldest marine lab in the country, this NOAA lab had useful equipment for the 

logistics of the program (such as freezers, cold room storage, boats, and trucks). In 

1997, the program was formalized and began working with a wide array of local 

partners, dramatically expanding its effectiveness.25 However, in October 2008, 

NOAA ended its stranding response program.26 The program’s budget limitations 

were accentuated by the fact that NOAA was ineligible to apply for the Prescott 

grants. Members of the network also claim that there was less collaboration 

between local groups and NOAA than might have been useful.27 

When the NOAA stranding network effectively collapsed, Dr. Craig Harms, a 

veterinarian at North Carolina State University (NCSU), wrote an interim Prescott 

grant for stranding response on the central Carolina coast. This emergency funding 

purchased an initial freezer and provided for other logistical needs, and Dr. Victoria 

Thayer was hired to coordinate the program. Bill McClellan and Professor Ann Pabst 

wrote a similar grant for the southern region of the state. The central network is 

25 Hohn, A.A.,D.S. Rotstein, C.A. Harms, and B.L. Southall.  2006.  Report on marine mammal 
unusual mortality event UMESE0501Sp: Multispecies mass stranding of pilot whales 
(Globicephala macrorhynchus), minke whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata), and dwarf sperm 
whales (Kogia sima) in North Carolina on 15-16 January 2005.  NOAA Technical 
Memorandum NMFS-SEFSC-537, 222 p.  
26 Kozak, Catherine. “NOAA announces new strategy for marine strandings.” The Virginian 
Pilot. November 14, 2008. Online at: http://hamptonroads.com/2008/11/noaa-announces-
new-strategy-marine-strandings  
27 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  
Personal interview. Dr. Victoria Thayer, Central Carolina Stranding Coordinator, CMAST. 
January 11 and 18, 2013.  
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now based at NCSU’s Center for Marine Sciences and Technology (CMAST), in 

Morehead City. CMAST is connected to the university’s veterinary school, so the 

stranding program is now associated with an educational institution. Veterinarians 

and residents from the school often assist with stranding response. While the school 

provides facilities and office space, the stranding program’s two staff members are 

hired by the Division of Marine Fisheries and are separate from the university. 

Assistance from the National Park Service, which has jurisdiction over many of the 

beaches where stranding occur, is “the nuts and bolts” of response, particularly 

when it comes to transportation and access to the animals.28 The program is funded 

through on-going Prescott Grants, which pay the salary of one full-time employee 

(Dr. Thayer) and a part-time assistant.29  

The other two branches of the North Carolina network showcase alternative 

models for local response. The southern branch is affiliated with an educational 

institution (the University of North Carolina at Wilmington), with a good deal of 

involvement from research students and professors. The northern region is made up 

of marine mammal responders hired by the National Park Service and responders 

from the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission, with support from the 

Virginia Aquarium, which allows for veterinary services and rehabilitation.30 This 

28 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  
29 Personal interview. Dr. Victoria Thayer, Central Carolina Stranding Coordinator, CMAST. 
January 11 and 18, 2013.  
30 Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University 
of North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  
Personal interview. Bill McClellan, North Carolina State Stranding Coordinator, University of 
North Carolina at Wilmington. January 22, 2013.  

                                                        



diversity within a single state’s response programs is reflective of the national 

diversity.  

 The Central Carolina program has thus gone from being a long-distance, 

private program focused entirely on biological collection; to a public federal 

program with regional bases; to a state-level program affiliated with a federal 

agency; to a federally-funded but localized program affiliated with a state university.  

The variety of stranding organizations within this single local region’s history 

showcases the array of agencies that have addressed marine mammal response.  

 

Policy Conclusions and Recommendations: 

Despite the recent developments in policy, stranding response in the United 

States is still not comprehensive. The logistical barriers of access and transportation 

are often significant enough to limit response. For the Central Carolina network, this 

means strandings in parts of the National Seashores that are not patrolled by the 

Park Service go unreported and unrecorded. For example, a recent storm inlet on 

North Core Banks has rendered the southernmost end of the island inaccessible to 

patrol except by small boat in good weather, with significant additional time 

commitment. In the off-season, even North Core, which has built infrastructure like 

docks and sand roads, is rarely patrolled due to poor weather, limited staff, and 

distance. Even reported strandings in isolated areas, accessible only by boat, are 

sometimes impractical to service. Additionally, dependency on volunteers means 

stranding networks must devote time to education and excitement to mobilize this 

base. A federal system of stranding response would presumably involve more 



professionals, with a core group of highly trained individuals serving a larger 

geographic area.   

From a scientific perspective, data is not always unified. The northern right 

whale identification database is with the New England Aquarium; The College of the 

Atlantic maintains the Atlantic humpback database; the National Marine Fisheries 

Service runs the Mid-Atlantic bottlenose dolphin catalog. While these resources 

clearly pertain to different species, a federal system could provide a central public 

platform for all this information. This might provide for increased study of cetaceans 

or pinnipeds as a species group (and the causes of stranding for each), rather than 

isolated studies species by species. However, the small federal organization that 

does exist has already served one of its most vital possible functions: providing 

uniform stranding response paperwork, and prioritizing data collection.31 While this 

unification of protocol might seem relatively minor, it immensely clarifies data 

records.  

While it is tempting to turn to federal centralization of the marine mammal 

stranding response program as a means of reconciling these weaknesses, the 

fundamental nature of the work defies this choice. Strandings are highly variable 

depending on geography, season, and human activity in the region. In North 

Carolina, bottlenose dolphins are the most common stranding, but in the Pacific 

Northwest, sea lions and other pinnipeds are far more common. These species 

require different response strategies, veterinary knowledge, and equipment. A 

31 Possible data is divided into three subcategories: Level A data, which is basic 
measurements and event description; Level B, which is life history data; and Level C, which 
is collected from a complete necropsy.  

                                                        



centralized network that attempted to respond to all types of strandings could be 

crippled by the expense of preparing for such disparate situations. The limited 

efforts of the early Smithsonian networks illustrate the difficulties of a national 

network. The seasonal variation in stranding rates also requires a base of 

responders that can be mobilized as needed, and then perhaps remain inactive for as 

long as several months. This type of erratic response effort is more easily achieved 

through local, rather than widespread, organization.  

The most significant advantage of a stronger federal stranding network is 

that studies of stranding causes often intersect with powerful national interests. 

Ship strikes from commercial vessels can wound and even kill marine mammals, 

and, while such incidents often cannot be traced to a particular individual, 

commercial boat traffic can be rerouted to protect marine mammal habitats. The 

threats of by-catch and entanglement can only be resolved by grappling with the 

commercial fishing industry. In North Carolina, the United States Navy is a critical 

concern when evaluating stranding—sonar testing and use by the Navy can cause 

significant cetacean hearing damage and has been linked to Outer Banks 

strandings.32 These economic and military interests have federal leverage that is 

stronger than the voice of local stranding networks. A federal network might have 

more ability to address policymakers and thereby prevent such anthropogenic 

causes of stranding. This is seemingly the most substantive advantage of a central 

federal stranding network, but the two primary advantages of local networks 

counterbalance this benefit, and may go so far as to undermine it.  

32 Kaufman, Marc. “Whale Stranding in N.C. Followed Navy Sonar Use.” The Washington Post, 
page A03. January 28, 2005.  

                                                        



The ability of localized stranding networks to respond to variable local 

conditions and to specialize in appropriate stranding types has already been 

established. 

Central North Carolina provides particularly valuable lessons about the 

difficulties with the public perception of federal government “intervention.” The two 

most prominent federal agencies in the region are the National Marine Fisheries 

Service (which would presumably enact a federal marine mammal network by 

expanding its existing program), and the 

National Park Service, which operates 

several National Seashores in the region. 

The NMFS’ regulatory role has made the 

agency inevitably unpopular in an area 

where many rely on fishing for income, 

sport, and subsistence. Arsonists burned 

the National Park Service headquarters at 

the Cape Lookout National Seashore when it was first established, less than fifty 

years ago.33 A current ranger at the park still is unwilling to purchase a house in the 

county because of fear for his future children. “I don’t want them to be worried in 

school about what their dad does,” he said.34 Resentment towards federal policy is 

33 Simpson, Bland, and Ann Simpson. The Inner Islands: A Carolinian’s Sound Country 
Chronicle. University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, NC. 2006.  
34 Personal interview. Joe Lamb, Park Ranger, Cape Lookout National Seashore. January 10, 
2013.  

 

Figure 2:  “National Marine Fisheries Service: 
DESTROYING Fishermen & Their Communities Since 
1976.” Bumper sticker in Beaufort, NC on January 15, 
2013. (Source: Vera Cecelski). 

 

                                                        



still vivid in communities on the Carolina coast. Aligning the stranding network with 

agencies that are viewed unfavorably might create more obstacles than it would 

remove. A stranding network that is based on local volunteers will not face the same 

difficulties with public opinions, nor can it be grouped with other, less popular 

policies to its detriment.  

The final advantage of the local network model is that the stranding network, 

as it exists today, depends on personal connections to be effective. As the 

coordinator, Dr. Thayer’s personal relationships with Park Service rangers, CMAST 

veterinarians, local fishermen, Marine Patrol members, and others facilitate all the 

work she does. These personal relationships essentially generate resources—while 

marine mammal work is variable and poorly funded, other agencies with aligning 

interests are able to subsidize response work as needed. The existing marine 

mammal stranding networks operates effectively because of these connections. For a 

single stranding event of a large humpback whale, the network had a U.S. Coast 

Guard vessel confirm the first report, used a Division of Marine Fisheries plane to 

visit the site, had a local fishing boat reexamine the whale, and used National Park 

Service boats to finally access the site. Dr. Thayer carefully thanks each individual 

and agency that is involved, with personalized letters and verbal thanks after each 

stranding event they work together. A more distantly based network would diminish 

this resource sharing, and eliminate the personal qualities that allow this network to 

operate efficiently in spite of budget cuts and limited personnel.  

In this time of federal sequestration and debt negotiations, significant 

expansion of the federal stranding funding certainly is politically unlikely. The 



existing federal funding distributed through the Prescott Grants is essential, as it 

provides the capital for a local core of staff and equipment. Yet even in an ideal 

political situation, increased federal intervention and centralization might actually 

diminish the efficacy of stranding response. Dr. Craig Harms, the CMAST veterinarian 

who has helped operate the central Carolina network since the first Prescott grants, 

once remarked offhandedly that “you can do a lot with a towel and a dog carrier” 

when responding to pinniped strandings. His joking comment turns out to be 

remarkably true of these marine mammal stranding response networks. When their 

local nature might seem to be a weakness, the personalized, almost creative nature 

of their response efforts leaves their work well suited to local networks.  

 


