Geographic Location: South
Title: Dolphins in Danger: Mass Stranding in Florida
Introduction


Stranded dolphins are not unusual to find along the beaches of Florida and other coastal areas. Dozens appear along the shoreline and jetties every spring and summer.  Luckily for the dolphins, each coastal state or region has some type of stranding network that documents each stranding and may even help rehabilitate animals that are still alive. Dead animals are studied by necropsy. The necropsy helps determine the conditions that caused the death of the dolphins. These investigations show a variety of reasons for the stranding. Unfortunately, it is not always possible to determine why the animals ended up on shore.

Stranding networks are used to seeing one or two animals stranded a time. However, there are times when a number of animals strand in one spot. A large unexplained dolphin stranding occurred off the coast of south Florida in March 2005. During that stranding, approximately 60 dolphins were awash in shallow water near Marathon in the Florida Keys. The animals appeared disoriented and were not able to return to deeper waters. A large rescue effort made up of volunteers and Florida wildlife officials worked to save the dolphins (Figure 2). Unfortunately, many of the animals died and a few had to be brought to holding facilities to be rehabilitated.
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Figure 1 – Rough-tooth dolphins stranded in Florida

(Photo courtesy of NBC6.net of south Florida)
Background 


Marine mammals strand for a variety of reasons. Probably most common is injury caused by killer whale or shark attacks. Dolphins found off the coast of Florida regular show shark bites. These wounds cause significant blood loss or become infected. The weakened animal can die and get washed ashore. Or, it ends up swimming into the shallow waters near coastlines where it gets washed ashore in its weakened condition. Injuries caused by boat propellers and fishing nets commonly cause animals to strand. Again, the wounds weaken the animals bringing them close to shore. Disease is another cause of marine mammal stranding. Dolphins are prone to ear infections, meningitis, and a variety of other infectious diseases. These infections strike very young and older dolphins. Water pollution contributes to dolphin diseases. Many chemical pollutants weaken the animal’s immune systems. Plus, sewage dumped into the ocean can transmit these diseases to the dolphins.
This latest Florida stranding of rough-tooth dolphins was not attributed to the usual factors that cause stranding. These animals showed no signs of disease or injury. Contrary to showing signs of illness, some of the dolphins were pregnant and gave birth to stillborn young as a result of the stranding. However, they all appeared disoriented according to experience stranding network professionals and volunteers. Sarah Gomez of National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Fisheries Division commented, "They are definitely under stress. These are aquatic animals and being on land is the last place they want to be." At the time of the stranding the United States Navy admitted that one of their submarines was operating 39 nautical miles from the stranding. The nuclear submarine, like the one shown in Figure 2, was using its sonar system.

Sonar is used in submarines as a navigation system to relay information back to the operators. Submarines have no windows. So, they must use sonar to figure out the terrain. Modern submarines use specialized sonar systems that permit the operators to detect specific objects such as mines or other submarines. A sonar room picks up the sonar signals that bounce off underwater objects. It has been called the “ears and eyes” of a submarine. It detects outside sounds that are then processed and interpreted by complex computer systems. 
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Figure 2 – Nuclear submarine
(Photo courtesy of NBC6.net of south Florida)
The Issues 


Marine mammals are strictly protected by federal laws. Any activity that endangers marine mammals is regulated and monitored. Boating and fishing operations are required to carry out practices that reduce harm to a number of protected marine animals. These practices are strictly enforced by the Environmental Protection Agency and NOAA. Mammals are high on the priority for protection. Also protected are coral reefs and marine turtles. Environmentalists and many scientists are arguing that some of the types of sonar used by the Navy harm marine mammals. They use this recent stranding as evidence. However, there is a paucity of research supporting their views. In spite of this, the European Parliament recently asked the European Union's 25 member states to discontinue using military sonar until more is known about its environmental impacts.

The United States Navy is under attack for disregarding the environmental dangers of sonar. Lieutenant Commander Jensin Sommer, a spokesperson for Navy Submarine Forces in Norfolk, said that the Navy is taking the dolphin stranding seriously and is completely cooperating with other state and federal agencies who are examining the stranding. The Navy plans to cooperate with research studies like those carried out by the Acoustic Research Laboratory in Singapore. The Navy does not want to discontinue using the sonar even though there is evidence that it affects dolphins. They feel that national security would be sacrificed if the submarines and ships using sonar could not operate. In the past the military has been exempt from laws that protect wildlife. 
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Key Principles 
1. Dolphin stranding 

2. Marine mammals
3. Wildlife management
4. Noise pollution
Ethical Considerations 

1. Should the Navy and other boating operations cease use of underwater sonar based on inconclusive evidence? 

2. How does the government weigh the need to conduct military operations against laws that protect wildlife?
3. What should be done if studies show that sonar does cause harm to dolphins and other marine animals?
Civic Engagement & Service Opportunities

1. Volunteer for a local community group involved in protecting marine life in your area.

2. Write or e-mail your local politicians about human activities that may threaten marine animals in your area.

3. Form a student group having an environmental preservation mission.

4. Set up a public forum at your school discussing marine wildlife protection in your area.

Learn more about community service as part of your educational enrichment by visiting the following websites: http://www.learnandserve.org/, http://www.servicelearning.org/, http://www.aahe.org/service/srv-links.htm.
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