Marine Debris, And How You Can Help!

Look out at the ocean, and you might see a trash-free environment. But lurking
on top of and beneath the waves is marine debris – litter and other human-made
items that don’t exist naturally in the marine environment. The more we study marine debris,
the more unanswered questions there seem to be around its impacts. Yet marine debris is one
threat to whales and other marine life that we can all help prevent. Here is some information
on marine debris that you can use in education.
About Marine Debris

Marine debris is one of the most widespread problems facing the world’s oceans and
waterways. Debris affects marine life in two fairly tangible ways: through ingestion or
entanglement. Sea turtles may mistake plastic bags or balloons for jellyfish and ingest them—
blocking their digestive system and potentially killing them. Fishing line and nets, rope and
other trash can wrap around fins, flippers and limbs of fish, seals, whales, seabirds and other
animals. This can affect their ability to eat, move and care for their young. Lost fishing gear such
as traps and nets can keep “fishing” for years, and leach chemicals into the marine
environment. Microplastics (plastics <5mm in size) also have impacts on the ecosystem,
although it is not yet clear what all of those impacts are. But they can be eaten by organisms as
tiny as zooplankton (see http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es400663f), with negative effects
on the health of plankton and possibly other links in the food web.
Marine Debris Data
People are often surprised at the
amount and types of litter that are
picked up on the beach and seen out
on the water, so it helps to use
concrete numbers when describing
the marine debris problem. The Blue
Ocean
Society
for
Marine
Conservation collects data at over
200 beach cleanups per year. Below
are some good international and local
resources for marine debris data and
information:
 Marine Debris to Energy
Project: nhmarinedebris.org
 Marine Debris Lesson Plans
and whales & debris web site
at Blue Ocean Society:
blueoceansociety.org/MarineDebris/
 Ocean Conservancy: www.oceanconservancy.org/our-work/international-coastal-cleanup/
 Rozalia Project for a Clean Ocean: rozaliaproject.org
 Gulf of Maine Lobster Foundation: gomlf.org



NOAA (data, projects, fact sheets, activity sheets): marinedebris.noaa.gov

How Can You (and Whale Watch Passengers) Help?









Always dispose of your trash responsibly
Reduce, reuse and recycle
Limit your use of plastics as much as possible
Read labels! Clothing made of synthetic materials can contribute microplastics to our waterways
just through our laundry. Many facial cleansers and other products contain microbeads made of
plastic, that are not trapped by our sewers when they are washed down the drain.
Participate in a beach cleanup or do your own cleanup at a local roadway, beach, park or river.
Walk the talk: always come to work with a reusable mug/water bottle and reusable lunch containers
instead of using disposables.
Recycle your fishing line (it can be sent to Berkley Fishing, 1900 18th Street, Spirit Lake, Iowa
51360, http://www.berkley-fishing.com/about/berkley-conservation-institute/recycling/line-recycling

Screen shot from cegis.unh.edu/WhalesAndDebris/, showing sightings of balloons, "Ladder,"
and "Owl" in one region in 2011

About Blue Ocean Society for Marine Conservation – Portsmouth, NH
Our mission is to protect marine mammals in the Gulf of Maine through education, research and
conservation. Our major programs include:



Conducting education and research aboard NH and MA whale watch vessels
Beach cleanups, underwater debris detection using sonar, working with the commercial fishing
community to recover and dispose of derelict gear), and studying microplastics on NH beaches (in
partnership with NH Sea Grant).
 Operating the Blue Ocean Discovery Center in Hampton Beach, NH and a marine life touch tank in
Portsmouth, NH
 Conducting educational programs for thousands of students and adults each year.
For more information, visit www.blueoceansociety.org, check us out on Facebook
(www.facebook.com/BlueOceanSociety)
or
Twitter
(@BlueOceanSoc),
or
e-mail
jen@blueoceansociety.org.

NORTH ATLANTIC HUMPBACK WHALE CATALOGUE
Photographs of the distinctive markings found on the ventral flukes of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae)
have long been useful as a non-invasive means of tracking individuals over time. Established in 1977, the North
Atlantic Humpback Whale Catalogue (NAHWC) is an ocean-basin wide project that has contributed greatly to the
understanding of humpback whale abundance, distribution, migration, stock identify and definition, ecology, and
reproduction. Now in its 37th year, the NAHWC has been internationally collaborative from its inception, with
photographic contributions from 676 individuals/research groups, representing 16 countries. It is unique in its size
and scope, including photographs from every known feeding and breeding/calving ground in the North Atlantic.
# whales in the NAHWC: 7,704
# photographs in the NAHWC: 31,260
# of individuals/research organizations contributing to NAHWC: 676
# whales seen in more than one area: 1,293
# whales seen in more than one year: 3,103
Matches GOM to other areas:
GOM – Newfoundland: 69
GOM – Western Greenland: 1
GOM – US coast south of Cape Cod: 45
GOM – Bermuda: 70
GOM – Silver Bank: 191
GOM – Puerto Rico: 22
GOM – Eastern Caribbean: 8
Longest sighting history: 37 years
Longest gap between sightings: 36 years
Whales with sighting history of 30 or more years: 195
Whales with sighting history of 20 or more years: 728
Whales with sighting history of 10 or more years: 1,529
Table 2. Number of individual whales sampled in each region, the number of individuals re-sighted in each region in
more than one year, and the distribution of re-sightings between regions.
Region
Total Between L
P
D
B
U
M
EC
G
I
E
R
A
Year
Lesser Antilles
161
3
Puerto Rico
469
29
13
D.R.
2326
287
32
94
Bermuda
347
32
6
17
94
US So of CC
108
5
6
4
GOM
1528
1053
8
22
191 70 45
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2966
1047
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520 10 12 69
Canada)
8
Grnld
532
240
8
9
77
6
1
21
Iceland
445
34
2
6
21
2
ENA
102
1
8
4
Europe
35
5
Azores
23
1
CVI
124
55
1
5
8
4
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Whaling and sales of whale products in the
North Atlantic
--Only three nations continue to hunt whales for commercial
purposes despite the International Whaling Commission
(IWC) ban on whaling: Iceland, Japan and Norway. Other
countries hold quotas for Aboriginal Subsistence Whaling
(ASW) for indigenous peoples, based on subsistence needs.
Greenland
--Greenland natives hunt fin, minke, humpback, and
bowhead
whales,
supposedly
for
non-commercial
subsistence purposes. In 2012, however, Greenland’s quota request was denied by the IWC in
part because of the high level of commercial trade involved.
--Despite the fact that it has no quota, Greenland has continued whaling, and killed 9 fins, 0
bowheads, 11 humpback whales, and 60 minke whales in 2013. The Greenland Self-Rule
authority has issued quotas for 2014 already, again without IWC approval.
--Whale meat from the Greenland hunt has been sold to tourists in Denmark and is available in
more than 70% of tourist hotels and restaurants.
Iceland
--Iceland targets endangered fin whales, and minke whales. In 2013, Icelandic whalers killed
134 fin whales and 35 minke whales. The whaling season starts in May for minkes and in June
for finbacks.
--In December 2013, the Icelandic government issued a new block quota for whales for 154 fins
and 229 minkes a year from 2014 to 2018.
--Iceland has shipped nearly 5,000 tons of whale meat and blubber, to Japan since it resumed
commercial whaling in 2006, in defiance of an international ban on such trade. In addition to
human consumption in products such as sushi, endangered fin whale meat was used by
Japanese companies to produce dog treats.
--Iceland is facing potential sanctions by the US government for its whaling and trade.
decision will be announced by 1 April 2014.

A

Norway
--Norway hunts minke whales from the North East Atlantic stock, which is listed as a Protection
Stock by the IWC. In 2013, Norwegian whalers killed 591 minke whales.
--After several years of negative growth, the whaling industry in Norway is on the rise again.
More whales were killed in 2013 than in 2012 (591 versus 466), and more boats have asked for
whaling licenses for 2014. 17 boats went whaling in 2013, and 23 boats have requested
whaling permits in 2014.
--Norway exports whale meat to the Faroe Islands, but until recently has not successfully
exported to Japan. Since 2013, there have been four shipments of Norwegian whale meat and
blubber to Japan.

SPECIAL EXHIBITION FOR 2014

FORGOTTEN PORT: Provincetown’s Whaling Heritage
Pilgrim Monument and Provincetown Museum
April 1- November 30, 2014 • East Gallery
• Man has long been fascinated with the monsters of the ocean, symbols of mystery,
divinity and power. But so, too, has man relentlessly exploited whales as a commodity
for their oil, meat and bones.
• American commercial whaling began when colonists took advantage of whales
stranded on beaches and in shallow waters (drift whaling). Shore whaling was the next
phase as whales were actively pursued in nearby waters. As that bounty declined,
colonists took their hunt to deeper waters (pelagic whaling) where the sperm whale, in
particular, was hunted for its valuable oil.
• Nantucket’s early whaling success induced numerous coastal towns to join the hunt.
Among them was Provincetown whose whaling industry began in earnest by 1820,
though voyages were intermittent until about 1840 as the town enjoyed a thriving
codfish and mackerel industry.
• Provincetown’s Yankee entrepreneurs were ever-adaptable to the economic risks
inherent in fishing and whaling and regularly moved vessels back and forth between the
industries. Yankee resourcefulness made Provincetown one of the most enterprising
towns in Massachusetts by 1860.
• Smaller vessels and shorter voyages enabled Provincetown to continue profitable
whaling for years after American whaling had peaked and begun its decline in the years
following the discovery of petroleum in 1859. By 1870, official reports ranked
Provincetown second in American whaling with 49 vessels, unrivalled except by New
Bedford (176 vessels).
• Provincetown’s whaling fleet hunted almost exclusively in the Atlantic Ocean, from the
Davis Strait in the north to Ascension Island in the south. In between, vessels plied the
rich Carroll, Cornell, Twenty-Forty, West Indies and Western Islands grounds. The
Western Islands, better known as the Azores, became a favorite stop-over for American

vessels to replenish crews with young, able-bodied Portuguese seamen. In time, many
of these young men made Provincetown their permanent home.
• In 1855, Provincetown’s population numbered 3,096, 77 of whom were Portuguese
immigrants, all young men living in boarding houses. By 1875, the town’s population
was 4,357, 590 of whom were Portuguese. By 1895, more than half of the population of
4,555 was made up of Portuguese immigrants or residents of Portuguese descent. This
demographic shift shaped Provincetown’s cultural, economic and religious future.
• The decline of American whaling can be attributed to many factors: the discovery of
petroleum; the depletion of whale stocks; the expense of outfitting longer and longer
voyages; aging wooden vessels and wharf facilities; modern Norwegian technologies;
and the lure of land-based manufacturing opportunities.
• Between 1820 and 1920, more than 160 whaling vessels outfitted from Provincetown,
ranking her, among 72 American ports, 5th in vessels and 3rd in voyages (902), but in the
first years of the 20th century the last vessels of Provincetown’s once impressive fleet
met tragic fates similar to the fate of so many whalers.
• Provincetown’s whaling era, however, had a profound impact on Provincetown,
transforming it from a largely Yankee (Anglo-European), Methodist enclave to a
Portuguese, Catholic fishing village. Though Yankee entrepreneurs continued to
maintain ownership of Provincetown’s vessels, weirs and cold storage facilities,
Portuguese captains, crews, fish workers and shop owners reflected the burgeoning
new Provincetown.
• Ever-resourceful, Provincetown’s Yankee businessmen recognized the decline of
whaling and fishing, particularly after the Portland Gale devastated the waterfront in
1898, and sought to replace the town’s traditional industries. Provincetown was
reinvented as an art colony (1899) and summer resort whose Pilgrim history, pristine
beauty, Old World Portuguese atmosphere and vibrant working waterfront appealed to
painters, writers and tourists. In time, the town’s flourishing bohemianism and a
growing atmosphere of tolerance and freedom encouraged LGBT acceptance and
prominence.
• By the 1970s, the global, anti-whaling movement led to policy changes and an
international moratorium on the hunting of whales. Provincetown, the town that had
grown and prospered from the killing of whales, became a pioneer in ecotourism and
the research and watching of whales. In 1978, the Provincetown Center for Coastal
Studies was founded.
One High Pole Hill Road, Provincetown, MA 02657
508-487-1310 www.pilgrim-monument.org

Gray seals on Cape Cod / Islands
Gray seals have recolonized waters of New England since the early
1990’s from Canadian waters. They had been exterminated by the
end of 18th century. They are now common, along with harbor seals:
two pinniped species sharing the same habitat, sometimes hauled
out in mixed groups. Seals are protected under the Marine Mammal
Protection Act.

Gray seals

Harbor seals

Long, “horse heads”
Large! 7-12 feet
pupping end December to early
March, Muskeget Island

Rounded heads
Up to 6 feet
Pupping May/June, Maine

Note, if possible photograph
entangled or injured animals
(location, date, time)
To report: IFAW/Cape Cod
Stranding Network
Buzzards Bay, MA
508-743-9548
Note tags or other markings
Flipper tags

Hat tags

There Was an Old Lady Who Swallowed a Fly –Reactive Risk Management and the
Plight of the NA Right Whale -- Trading One Problem for Another – Sharon B. Young
(The Humane Society of the U.S.)

Current Status
 2013 Right Whale Report Card: population estimate is minimally 346 that were seen in 2011 and
a median estimate of 509 presumed alive (including calves and matches likely to be added)
 NMFS estimates at least 2% per year average increase in abundance over the past 15 years.
 Mortality still exceeds the Potential Biological Removal (PBR) level set under the MMPA.
Entanglement: Problem and Progress
 In 2007 NMFS put in place a Take Reduction Plan, requiring the use of sinking ground line in
trap-pot fisheries, though it exempted large sections of coastal Maine and mortalities continued.
 In a court settlement, NMFS promised to release a new take reduction plan by July 2014 to
address the risk of entanglement in vertical lines used in trap-pot and gillnet gear.
 NMFS is considering lifting a seasonal prohibition on trap/pot fishing for black sea bass when
right whales are present from North Carolina through Florida from November through April.
 Groundfish fisheries in New England were declared a “disaster” in 2012. New fishery
management measures being enacted or proposed include opening long-closed areas to gillnet
fishing and allowing greater catch of dogfish sharks and monkfish. This may shift patterns of effort
into areas where gear did not used to be fished.
 Entanglement continues to be the leading cause of death where cause of death can be
determined. Right whales are seen somewhat more often with trap-pot gear entangling them;
humpbacks with gillnet entanglements. But both species are entangled in both types of gear.
Vessel Collisions: Problem and Progress
 In December 2013, NMFS made permanent a rule to require seasonal slow speeds for ships
larger than 65 feet that traverse busy port areas.
 In the past 5 years, no right whales have died within 30 miles of any speed restricted area.
 December 2013 NMFS announced it was considering exempting some ports from speed limits.
Habitat Concerns: Problems and Progress
 Ocean noise: 2012 research by New England Aquarium showed an elevation in stress hormones
due to ocean noise that may have reproductive consequences.
 Offshore Alternative Energy: Offshore windfarms are proposed for the entire range of right
whales in 12 states from Maine to Florida. This will involve intense geophysical surveys,
construction and vessel traffic and eventual construction of full-scale projects. The only impact
studies have been in Europe which does not have the same species as the US east coast.
 Current Boundaries of Critical Habitat are Outdated. —In September 2009, five environmental
and animal welfare organizations filed a petition to expand critical habitat. In response to
litigation, the NMFS promised to propose revisions in late 2011. When no action was taken, our
groups filed a notice of intent to sue NMFS for its delay.

Information about Sea Turtles Found in Local Waters

Leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea) Leatherbacks are the largest sea
turtles in the world and are the species most commonly seen in southern New England waters. They can
reach lengths of 8 feet and can weigh up to 1500 pounds, and are slate gray/black. Leatherbacks are
readily identified by their large size and the fore-and-aft ridges which run along the carapace (upper
shell). Fishermen and boaters often report seeing a leatherback’s large head, which can resemble a
seal’s head from a distance, lifted above the surface. They feed primarily on jellyfish. Leatherbacks have
the ability to generate their own heat, allowing them to swim in much colder water than do other sea
turtles. Entanglement in fishing/lobstering gear is a threat to leatherbacks, when they cannot get to the
surface to breathe. They are known to ingest plastic trash, which can be fatal. Leatherbacks and
fishermen sometimes occur simultaneously in “hotspots

Loggerhead (Caretta caretta) Loggerhead sea turtles are dark brown to
reddish brown in color, sometimes described as the color of a wet paper grocery bag. Most loggerheads
seen in southern New England waters are juveniles, ranging in length from 15 to 36 inches, weighing
from 25 to 100 pounds. They feed on invertebrates such as hermit and spider crabs, mussels, moon
snails and whelks.

Kemp's ridley (Lepidochelys kempi) Kemp’s ridleys are the smallest and most
endangered of all sea turtles in the world. Only juveniles have been reported in southern New England
waters, ranging in length from 12 to 15 inches, weighing approximately 5 pounds. They are dark gray,
resembling the color of wet cement. They eat mainly crabs, but may also eat fish, jellyfish and mollusks.
Kemp's ridleys are the most common species to become cold-stunned in the late fall/early winter and
wash up on Cape Cod's north beaches.

Green turtle (Chelonia mydas) Green sea turtles are not green, but rather are
brown or mud-colored with a mottled carapace. Their name is derived from the color of their fat. Only
juveniles have been found in New England waters, ranging from 12 to 20 inches long, weighing about 10
pounds. In New England waters, stranded young green turtles have been found to be mostly herbivorous,
feeding primarily on sea grasses and algae.

38th Voyage of the Charles W. Morgan
What kind of ship is this?
The Charles W. Morgan was built in New Bedford, Massachusetts, to hunt and process whales. The Morgan
is the last of an American whaling fleet that once totaled more than 2,700 vessels, between 1750 and 1920.
Built and launched in 1841, the Morgan is now America’s oldest commercial ship still afloat – only the naval
ship USS Constitution is older. The Morgan is also a National Historic Landmark.
Over an 80-year whaling career, the Morgan embarked on 37 voyages between 1841 and 1921. In 1941, the
Morgan came to Mystic Seaport to be preserved and displayed. Millions of visitors have walked her decks.
What is the 38th Voyage?
The 38th Voyage is bringing this one-of-a-kind artifact to historic New England ports. The Morgan has a new
mission as a museum ship: to educate and raise awareness about the history of whaling, changing
perceptions of whales over time, and what is happening to study and save whale populations today. A US
Senate resolution named this ship “ambassador to the whales.”
Who is on board? What are they doing?
Professional crew members and Mystic Seaport staff are taking care of the operations of the ship. Also
onboard are public-history participants, the 38th Voyagers and the Stowaway, who are learning and
documenting every aspect of the trip using video, art, scientific measurements, and more to share the
Voyage with museum visitors, school groups, and scholars now and in the future. Visit mysticseaport.org to
follow their projects.
Where is the Morgan going?
The map below shows her 38th Voyage route. The ship has no engine. The tugboat is required to get in and
out of port, and the Morgan will sail when conditions allow. If you see her off Stellwagen Bank, this is truly a
once-in-a-lifetime experience. When the Morgan returns to Mystic Seaport in August 2014, she will resume
her role as an exhibit and flagship of the Museum.

The Charles W. Morgan will be
in the waters of Provincetown
and Stellwagen Bank from as
early as July 9 to as late as July
17.
Full itinerary of port stops and
more information can be found
at www.mysticseaport.org

Note: Ship locations on map are for illustrative purposes only.

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
National Marine Fisheries Service
Office for Law Enforcement
th
53 North 6 Street Room 214
New Bedford, MA 02740

WHALE HARASSMENT REPORT FORM
Please use this form to report any potential whale harassment by commercial or recreational vessels.
DATE:
TIME:
PICTURES/VIDEO TAKEN: Yes

No

WITNESS INFORMATION
NAME
ADDRESS
PHONE NUMBER
INCIDENT INFORMATION
General location of incident (such as northeast corner of Stellwagen Bank):
Specific location of incident (lat and long):
Name of suspect vessel or vessels:
Hailing port of suspect vessel or vessels:
Vessel description
Make/Type/Color
Size
Engine description
Fishing with visible line or trolling gear?
Description of Captain and number of people on board:
Incident description on back: (include estimated distances and specific comments heard, actions observed, and
action of whales.)
Completed reports can be sent in the mail to Special Agent Todd Nickerson, National Marine Fisheries Service, 53 North 6 th Street
Room 214, New Bedford, MA 02740. Call (508)990-8752 or email Todd.Nickerson@NOAA.Gov with any questions.

Stellwagen Sanctuary Biodiversity: Seabirds
Credit: Edgar Thissen

What is a Seabird?
A seabird is a bird that spends much
of its life on the open ocean feeding
mostly on marine organisms, coming
ashore only to breed and occasionally rest. Amount of time spent on
land varies per species of seabird;
those species that spend little or no
time resting on shore are referred
to as pelagic birds. The word
‘pelagic’ is an adjective referring to
the open ocean. While gulls, terns
and other seabird species are
commonly seen resting on the
shoreline, pelagic species like the
Wilson’s Storm-Petrel usually won’t
rest on shore unless pushed there
by events like storms.

The Northern Gannet exemplifies stereoscopic
vision (above). Long wings and countershading
are traits of the Cory’s Shearwater (right).

Credit: Jeremiah Trimble

Surviving at Sea: Adaptive Traits in Seabirds
Living on the open ocean brings with it challenges of traveling long distances,
predation, foraging for food, exposure to weather and living in a salty medium.
In order to survive in marine habitats, seabirds have evolved the following
characteristics:
Long wings: Many seabirds found within Stellwagen Bank Sanctuary travel vast
distances from their breeding colonies. For example, Sooty and Great shearwaters,
frequent visitors to the Gulf of Maine (GoM), breed on south Atlantic and subAntarctic Islands. Having long wings allows seabirds to cover great distances with
fewer, more powerful flaps of their wings, as well as soar. These abilities allow
seabirds to cover long distances without tiring.
Countershading: Countershading is a type of camouflage where an individual’s
coloration is darker on top and lighter on the bottom. In marine animals, being
darker on top allows the animal to blend into the ocean water, which provides
protection against predation from above. Being lighter below allows an animal to
blend into the lighter sky, allowing the animal to get closer to prey without being
seen.

The nostrils of this Northern Fulmar help excrete salt
with the salt glands, an adaptive trait common in the
Procellariiformes order. Credit: Steve Garvie.

Stereoscopic vision: Some seabirds have their eyes closer together on their heads,
similar to humans. This can be seen in Northern Gannets. Because gannets are
such visual feeders, this adaptation seems to be linked with foraging efficiency.
Stereoscopic, or binocular, vision allows a diving gannet to zero in on its prey
(usually a singular fish) and keep the prey in focus as it transitions from a 30-plus
foot dive to submersion and swimming beneath the surface.

Salt glands: In order to remain hydrated while living at sea, seabirds have evolved special glands that remove salt from seawater.
Located above or within their eye sockets, the salt gland works much like the human kidney; a countercurrent blood flow removes
excess salt from the bloodstream. Salt is excreted from the bird by either shaking its head or “sneezing” water from its nose.
Low reproductive rates and long maturation periods: Seabirds tend to have few offspring and individuals tend to experience multiple
stages of growth before reaching a final adult form. Seabirds are able to invest more energy in offspring because they live in more
stable environments than species like fish and krill, species regularly threatened by predators that suffer high natural mortality rates.

http://stellwagen.noaa.gov

Threats to Seabirds
Seabirds are subject to and threatened by human use
of their habitat. Some of these threats are direct:
hunting of birds and harvesting of eggs, development
of nesting areas, oil spills, entanglement in fishing
nets and by-catch. Seabirds are also affected
indirectly by overfishing, warming sea surface
temperatures and competition between other birds due
to lack of available resources. Whilst there are many
human-induced threats to seabirds worldwide, there
are also many organizations and networks monitoring
seabird populations to understand the importance
these organisms play within their marine
environments and advocate for their protection.

Stellwagen Bank Sanctuary:
An Important Bird Area
Mass Audubon has designated Stellwagen Bank an
Important Bird Area (IBA). An IBA is a site that provides
essential habitat to one or more species of breeding,
wintering or migrating birds, and which supports highpriority species, large concentrations of birds,
exceptional bird habitat, and/or has substantial research
or educational value1. The Important Bird Areas
Program was created by BirdLife International, of which
Mass Audubon is an active partner, to aid in global bird
habitat conservation.
53 seabird species have been documented within the
sanctuary’s boundaries to date. Of these, shearwaters,
storm-petrels, gannets, phalaropes, gulls, terns, jaegers,
alcids, and various sea duck species notably frequent
the sanctuary. There is great diversity between these
species; they vary in physical, feeding and migratory
characteristics. For example, while the Northern Gannet
can dive from a height of up to 130 feet and use its
wings to swim under water and catch fish, other species
like the Wilson’s Storm Petrel draw plankton and krill to
the surface by dipping their feet into the water. A
complete list of seabirds documented within the
sanctuary can be found in its 2010 Management Plan,
Appendix J, available online:

Oil from the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill coats the feathers of this
Northern Gannet. Credit: Carol Forsloff.

http://stellwagen.noaa.gov/management/fmp/fmp2010.html
1 Massachusetts

Important Bird Areas. Retrieved from
http://www.massaudubon.org/Birds_and_Birding/IBAs/

Getting to Know the Seabirds of
Stellwagen Bank Sanctuary

More Information on Seabirds:

The sanctuary and its partners are working to better
understand the role and importance of seabirds in the
ecosystem through initiatives such as the Great
Shearwater tagging project and the Stellwagen Bank
Sanctuary Seabird Stewards Program (S4). Mass
Audubon is the education partner for S4, and the
program is supported largely by volunteers who
collect data on the research vessel, Auk, and on whale
watch boats. To find out more about this citizen
science program or to become a volunteer, please
contact Anne-Marie Runfola, Volunteer Program
Coordinator, at anne-marie.runfola@noaa.gov or
visit the Sanctuary’s website:
http://stellwagen.noaa.gov/.

National Audubon Society: www.audubon.org
Cornell Lab of Ornithology: www.birds.cornell.edu
Massachusetts Audubon Society: www.massaudubon.org
Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary:
http://stellwagen.noaa.gov/visit/birdwatching/species.html
http://stellwagen.noaa.gov/science/shearwater13.html

S4 Whale Watch Research Cruise Partners:
7 Seas Whale Watch
Boston Harbor Cruises-New England Aquarium Whale Watch
Captain Bill & Son’s Whale Watch
Captain John Boats Whale Watching and Fishing Tours
Dolphin Fleet of Provincetown
Hyannis Whale Watcher Cruises

http://stellwagen.noaa.gov

Dolphin Fleet

The Fin Whales of Jeffreys Ledge:
Learning through collaborations

www.whalewatch.com

Dianna Schulte, Blue Ocean Society and John Conlon, Dolphin Fleet

Studying fin whales from whale watch vessels is challenging at best. By collaborating with other
organizations, we are learning more about individual fin whales, as well as the overall local stock, than any
one organization could deduce. This information can then be exposed to the public, igniting that much
needed connection with this under-appreciated species.
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Examples of increasing sighting history and location information through collaborations:

Trax: 1979, 1981-88, 2006, 2007-8, 2010

Loon: 1983-84, 1986-88, 1991, 2002, 2004,
2006-8, 2009-11, 2012-13

Ladder: 1984-8, 1996, 2000-3, 2005, 2006-7, 2008,
2009-10, 2011, 2012

Pinch/BOS 0417: 2003(X), 2004, 2007-8(X),
2009, 2010-13

Black- NAFWC data

Blue- BOS/JL sighting

Green- Dolphin Fleet/SB sighting

Red- both BOS and DF

(X)=calved

What can be learned by salvaging a
whale skeleton?
Whale skeletons are usually salvaged as part of a necropsy. The
most important purpose of a necropsy is to determine the cause of
death. If the carcass is fresh, a great deal can be learned about the animal’s health by
examining the organs and tissues, both on the beach and in the lab. Injuries from
entanglement and ship strike are often visible on the skin, but not always. Unfortunately, if the
necropsy only includes opening the body cavity to look at the organs, even major injuries can
easily be overlooked. A large whale can be struck and killed by a ship without any clearly visible
evidence on the outside of the body. If fleshed out, large areas of bruising of the underlying
muscles with bleeding into the otherwise pure white blubber layer may be easily seen. Often,
some of the bones are broken, but not always. The process of completely taking a whale apart
to salvage the skeleton, exposes injuries and bone disease that would not be seen during a
typical necropsy. Many bone injuries and disease are not even visible until the skeleton has
been completely cleaned.
Although hundreds of thousands of large whales were killed during whale hunting, the
skeletons of only a very few were saved. Some of these are the old skeletons still displayed in
all of the largest natural history museums of the world. Many were collected over a hundred
years ago and are still valuable research and educational resources. Now that marine mammals
are so strictly protected from deliberate harm, it seems even more important to salvage their
skeletons to learn as much as we can from them. A hundred years from now, scientists using
analysis technology not yet created, and school kids not yet born, should still have these
skeletons to learn from.
The most basic information that can be gleaned from the bones of a dead whale that is
otherwise unrecognizable because of advanced decomposition and/or because only a portion
of the carcass still remains, is the species identity, age class, approximate length, and
sometimes even the sex. The greatest amount of information can usually be learned from the
skull, but even the scapula of a Sperm Whale would provide all of the information listed above.
Broken bones often indicate blunt force trauma, but sometimes if the carcass is decomposed it
can be difficult to tell if the bones were broken before or after death. If the breaks occurred
before death, they may indicate a vessel strike, or they may have been from an aggressive
social interaction, especially if the carcass is from a species of toothed whale. Individual broken
and healed ribs and vertebral processes are fairly common in whales, dolphins and seals.
Sometimes dramatic examples of abnormal bone growth (spondylitis) can cause the fusion of
two, and even up to four, consecutive vertebrae. In some cases, especially in pilot whales, this
condition can be so severe that it impairs the animal’s ability to swim strongly. Other forms of
bone injury can be caused by chronic fishing gear entanglements, brucellosis infections, other
bacterial infections, and even the bends.

RIVER HERRING
TIM AND DOUG WATTS

Populations of alewife and blueback herring are in serious decline
along the Atlantic Coast and face numerous threats. These river herring
play an important ecological role in rivers and coastal waters, providing
a crucial source of food to wildlife. By restoring river herring runs, we
can protect an entire ecosystem.

One Step Forward...

Signs of Decline

› Disappearing Runs

River Restoration

Over the past two decades,
river herring populations
along the Atlantic Coast have
declined by 99% or more.

Restoration efforts protect essential habitat, remove dams
and add fish ladders. An excellent example of the benefits of
habitat restoration is the Connecticut River, where runs had dwindled
to about 200 fish in the 1970s, and then recovered. Half a million
blueback herring were counted in 1986. But something apparently
defeated this dramatic recovery. By 2008, the run had again
plummeted, to only 84 fish. More help is needed.

99% drop in commercial fishery
landings over the last 50 years.

› Fishing Bans

Most states have banned
recreational and commercial
harvests of river herring.

› Smaller Younger Fish

Coastwide decreases in mean
length and age of river herring.

› Species of Concern

River herring were designated
a Species of Concern in 2006 by
the National Marine Fisheries
Service, which identifies
species at risk and in need
of protection.
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› Vanishing Industry

Two Steps Back...

Source: Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission

Management Hot Potato

What’s the Catch?

River herring have fallen through the cracks
of fisheries management. Agencies continue
to pass responsibility for river herring like a
hot potato.

Evidence shows that river herring bycatch*
is significant. Particularly troubling is the
number of these fish caught by midwater
trawlers, which began fishing in New England
in the mid-’90s. These industrial-scale vessels
hauling small-mesh nets as big as a football
field can catch everything in their path.
Trawlers often fish in pairs, dragging a net
between them.

STATE MANAGED
FEDERALLY MANAGED

Sources: Atlantic States Marine Fisheries
Commission, National Marine Fisheries Service,
Limburg, K. and J. Waldman, 2009, BioScience.

www.HerringAlliance.org

LIFE CYCLE: River herring spend the beginning of their lives in ponds, rivers and coastal
waters, all managed by individual states. As
juveniles, they move offshore to ocean waters
managed by the federal government, where
they school with other small fish, such as
Atlantic herring and mackerel. Once mature,
river herring retrace their route across
jurisdictions to spawn in their home rivers.

*Bycatch: Sea life unintentionally
caught and often killed while fishing
for another species.
Sources: National Marine Fisheries Service’s Northeast Fisheries
Observer Program, Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission

The Herring Alliance is a growing coalition of environmental and public interest organizations dedicated to protecting and
restoring marine wildlife populations and ecosystems by reforming the Atlantic herring fishery.

River Herring
Fish Facts

SNAPSHOT: LANDINGS VS. ACCIDENTAL CATCH
Commercial catches of river herring have dramatically declined since the 1970s. Now, unwanted
catch of river herring by ocean fishing boats exceeds the commercial catch of river herring from
all state waters along the Atlantic coast.

Accidental
Catch: 1,011,382
pounds

Maximum Size: 14-16 inches

Reported
Commercial
Catch: 989,295
pounds
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Maximum Weight: Less than a
half-pound

(Average 2005-2010)
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Alosa aestivalis: Range extends from
Nova Scotia, Canada, to Florida.
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BLUEBACK HERRING

1.02 million lbs.
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Alosa pseudoharengus: Range
extends from Newfoundland,
Canada, to North Carolina.
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Sources: National Marine Fisheries Service Fisheries Statistics Division; Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council, Amendment 14 to the Atlantic
Mackerel, Squid Butterfish Fishery Management Plan, Table A1

Maximum Age: 8-10 years

BY THE NUMBERS

Spawning Season: March to June

No one disputes that river herring are bycatch of the Atlantic herring fishery in federal waters.
Data show that this fleet catches enormous numbers of river herring in single-net tows. In fact,
one tow has the potential to wipe out an entire river’s population of river herring.

Reproductive Maturity: 3-4 years
Diet: Zooplankton, small fishes,
eggs and larvae of other species

Predators: River otters, seals
and other marine mammals, birds
(cormorants, ospreys, herons and
eagles) and other fishes (bass,
trout, cod and tuna)

Nemasket River, Mass.
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Nonquit River, R.I.

224,506
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94,215
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(number of fish)

260,392
249,577
149,432

Mianus River, Conn.

Sources: National Marine Fisheries Service; Froese,
R., and D. Pauly (eds.), 2009, FishBase; Atlantic
States Marine Fisheries Commission
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What Can You Do?

www.HerringAlliance.org

Largest Bycatch
of River Herring
in One Tow

(number of fish)

Gear: Targeted commercially using
stationary fishing gear (weirs, pound
nets and gill nets); caught recreationally using hook and line, dip nets and
seines; caught as bycatch in smallmesh ocean fisheries.

Join the conversation on our
website and sign up for our
e-mail newsletter to get the latest
campaign updates. Contact the
Herring Alliance with any
questions or ideas at 617-728-0300
or info@herringalliance.org.

Largest River
Herring Runs
by State in 20081
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Lamprey River, N.H.
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149,208

Androscoggin River, Maine

130,958

Based on available data. 2 Largest noncommercial river herring run.

Sources: Maine Department of Marine Resources, Massachusetts Division of Marine Fisheries, Northeast Fisheries Observer Program, Atlantic
States Marine Fisheries Commission, New Hampshire Fish and Game Department, Rhode Island Division of Fish and Wildlife

Steps Toward Solutions

The New England Fishery Management Council is currently working on a revision to the management
plan for the Atlantic herring fishery, called Amendment 5. These should be the top priorities regarding
river herring:

1. Monitoring

2. Accountability

3. Protection

Put a comprehensive monitoring
program in action, with at-sea
observers placed on every
midwater trawl fishing trip in
order to allow for accurate
estimates of how much river
herring is caught.

Establish firm limits on how
much river herring these industrial vessels can catch, and put
measures in place to ensure that
these limits are not exceeded.

Use information from fishing
vessels to stop fishing in trouble
areas where river herring are
caught in large numbers. This
protection will minimize the
amount of river herring caught.

