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ABSTRACT

48 records of eight species of cetaceans that stranded or collided with fishing gear in
British Columbia (BC), Canada, in 1994 are presented. This number likely represents only a
small proportion of the total number of cetacean strandings and incidental catches in BC
each year. A record of a dead common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) is only the third
occurrence of this species in the province and possibly the northern-most record in the
eastern North Pacific. Five animals were recorded colliding with fishing gear. One harbour
porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) was killed in a chum salmon (Oncorhynchus keta) gillnet
and one killer whale (Qrcinus orca) collided with a net but did not entangle. Two humpback
whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) were wrapped in line, one of which was set free and the
other of which was near death when last seen. Two gray whales (Eschrichtius robustus)
also died due to entanglement, one in a Mexican gillnet fishery and the other was possibly
entangled in a U.S. swordfish (Xiphias gladius) net. Other species recorded stranding
during 1994 include Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris), Dall’s porpoise
(Phocoenoides dalli), and sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus).

INTRODUCTION

The Stranded Whale and Dolphin Program (SWDP) was established in 1987 to monitor and
respond to strandings and incidental catches of whales, dolphins and porpoises in the
province. This volunteer program strives to ensure that the maximum amount of
information is gathered from each animal, thereby contributing to an extensive database
from which a wide variety of information may be derived, including: causes of mortality,
seasonal and geographic distributions, relative abundance of different species,
environmental contaminants, genetics, parasite loads, food habits and reproductive
parameters.

This eighth annual report summarizes records collected through the SWDP of
cetacean strandings and entanglements in fishing gear on the Canadian west coast during
1994. The objectives of this report are to: (i) summarize records obtained during 1994; (ii)
encourage further research use of this information; (iii) encourage reporting of future
records; and (iv) briefly discuss records of particular interest and information on incidental
mortality of cetaceans in BC derived through the SWDP.
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METHODS

Since 1987, researchers and the general public have been requested to report cetaceans
that: (i) are found dead, either on shore or in the water; (ii) are live-stranded; (iii) are
caught incidentally during fishing operations (regardless of whether the animals are killed).
Records of types (i) and (ii) are hereafter referred to as stranding records. To encourage
the public to report both current and historical events, a province-wide toll-free number (1-
800-665-5939) was set up for this purpose, as well as to collect information on cetacean
sightings.

Information recorded from stranded and incidentally caught animals includes date
and location of the incident, type of incident, and condition of the animal, as well as sex,
standard length (American Society of Mammalogists, 1961), and weight where possible.
When a carcass is not recovered, an attempt is made to have the animal marked for future
identification, to avoid the possibility of duplicate records. As well, efforts are made to
obtain photographs, which may allow for future matching of records.

Whenever feasible, complete necropsies are performed with a qualified veterinarian
in attendance. External morphometrics and blubber thicknesses are recorded, and all
animals are examined for signs of potential entanglement in fishing gear, as described by
Hare and Mead (1987). Teeth are collected to estimate age, ovaries and the uterus are
examined for signs of past or current pregnancies, mammary glands are examined for the
presence of milk, and testes are examined histologically for the presence of sperm.
Stomach contents and parasites are also collected and identified. Tissue samples from
most animals are collected for histological and toxicological analysis by the BC Provincial
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Zenon Environmental Laboratories. Tissue
samples are also collected for a tissue archive and for various other studies. In addition,
skulls, teeth, and axial skeletons are collected for various educational or research
collections.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In 1994, 48 incidents of stranded or incidentally entangled cetaceans were recorded.
Details are presented in Table 1, with locations shown in Fig. 1. Since the SWDP began in
1987, the number of records reported each year had increased steadily, however, 1994 is
the first year that numbers did not exceed the number of animals reported the previous
year. The decrease in records of stranded and incidentally entangled animals is likely due
to animals going unnoticed or unreported rather than an actual decrease in the number of
incidences during 1994. It is likely that many records are not reported considering that
most records are reported by only one source and many are received days to months after
the incident. As well, the large proportion of rocky and relatively inaccessible coastline that
is far from human population centres, combined with the short period of time that many
stranded animals are recognizable on a beach, likely results in only a small proportion of
stranded animals being found.

Of the 48 records, eight species were positively identified. These include 17
harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena), 7 Dall’s porpoises (Phocoenoides dalli), 6 gray
whales (Eschrichtius robustus), 4 killer whales (Qrcinus orca), 3 humpback whales
(Megaptera novaeangliae), 1 sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus), 1 Cuvier’s beaked
whale (Ziphius cavirostris), and 1 common dolphin (Delphinus delphis). In addition, 8
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animals were not positively identified to species, although 6 of these animals were likely
porpoises.

In November a common dolphin was found floating in the water near Nuchatlitz,
Vancouver Island. There are only two other stranding records of this species in the
province, one occurring in 1954 (Guiguet, 1954) and the other occurring in 1993 (Baird et
al. 1994). This appears to be the northern-most record of this species in the eastern North
Pacific (cf., Gaskin, 1992).

One harbour porpoise was caught and died in a Canadian commercial gillnet fishery
for chum salmon (Qncorhynchus keta) and one killer whale swam through a gillnet but did
not entangle and appears to have been unharmed. A live humpback whale was in very
poor body condition and appeared unable to submerge. This animal had a line through its
mouth but there is no indication if it was dying due to the entanglement or if it became
entangled while ill. A second humpback whale had a thick line wrapped around its body,
effectively pinning its pectoral flippers to its sides. A diver was able to cut the line and the
whale swam away, apparently in otherwise good healith.

Two gray whales entangled in fishing gear as well. One was found dead with net
and line from a Mexican gillnet fishery wrapped around its tail and the other was first seen
alive with line and net around its tail and head, possibly from a U.S. fishery for swordfish
(Xiphias gladius). Attempts to free the whale were unsuccessful and a subsequent report
of a dead animal with net on it in the area is believed to be the same whale.
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Figure 1. Geographic distribution of stranding and entanglement records.




