Whales are fascmatmg,
intell: gent creatures

Which makes it all the more L
distressing when they some- -~
times strand themselves on the
beach, a usually-fatal phenom--
enon often observed in other S
marine mammals such as i
porpoises and dolphms-.

Why does thls happen7 No one " Fisheries. erv1ce i
knows for sure, but pollution - _j co t age y)
may play arole. Strandings, “'ma ‘ n ]
though disturbing, at least give - ‘Becaus they‘are hlgh in the food
scientists at the Northwest * -~ specific re es un “web, they can accumulate- higher
Fisheries Science Center an =~ = this pr include identifying - levels of environmental contami-
: 'p0551ble causes of disease in =~ ' nants in their tissues.. Some-
' - marine mammals. A critical -~ toothed whales that eat mam-
_ component of this work is a- .~ mals, such as transient killer
“monitoring and contaminant - ‘whales, are even ‘higher in the
- database (see related story) for . food web and thus more likely to
“researchers to use to assess . accumulate higher levels of

e ATM%
R

”%mof‘f"f,

- contaminant trends in elected *‘contaminants. A baleen whale
Northwest Fisheries marine mammals around the " like the gray whale, which'
Science Center world ~olo oo migrates along the Pacific coast,

] o : - T R A . can expose itself to contaminants
National Marine Fisheries Service Unusual strandmgs and other " by the way it eats (it filters and
National Oceanic and : ) deaths of marine: mammals in o ‘_probably eats sediments; which
Atmospheric Administration recent years, such as the deaths - ‘tend to accumulate contami-

- " of an estimated 50 gray whales - nants, to get at bottom-dwelling
U.S. Department of Commerce ~  recently near Baja, Mexico, and - invertebrates). '
. — of more than 25 stranded rough-‘, o ’ L
2725 Montlake Boulevard East toothed dolphlns along the = - o ,’It ) hard however to understand

how pollution
“affects
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marine mammal healt iwe don kno, m 1
about basehne contammant conc‘

bons such as PCBs and D
insidious: they accumula J
blubber) 1nstead of be" g metab hzedj'

Mex1co The gray whale
being the first marine
ved from the endangered

The marine mammal progra
passes a number of spec1es,
summanzed below

enter tudy of chemlcal contami- -
tlon in gray wh les noted that Chemlcal

long-hved mammals w area;
‘such as bowhead whales, are con ere(
useful in assessing environm chat
Informatlon on contamman
for the bowhead whale is
researchers last year more:
information, doing analy
, nonessentlal metals, m‘k liv:

“two spea :
which occurs in trop1cal and warm
¢ ns, and the long—fmned pilot

- TAddltlonal bowhead ‘wor ' urs» in the North

include’ analyses of blubber sar
: d1str1butlon of hp1ds (fats ‘

*'monitor the health of the wester
‘ Bermg Sea ecosystem -



- worked

Atlantic and Antarctic waters. Pllot whales
~run aground more often than other cetaceans

(whales and porpmses) the reasonisn’t

known, but it is clear that pilot whales are 50 e

‘close knit that when several strand them-.

selves, others will do the same. Center "~

. researchers analyzed tissue samples from

p1lot whales stranded on the Massachusettsv PR

coast for organochlorines and found indica- -
tions of organochlorine transfer: from moth- -~
ers to their fetuses. They also found, as has [ L

. considered -

~ been found in other. species, s1gn1f1cant1y
_ hlgher contaminant levels in males than i in -
females, perhaps in part because mothers

~ transfer the contaminants to: offspnng durmgf 5

" gestatlon and lactatlon

-Hawanan monk seals—the on endangered G

marine mammal entirely within U.S. wa-

ters—are a highly endangered spec1es There.l g

~ are now only about 1,400 now, the NMFS °
estimates, their birth rate is lagging: The
* stranding program’s research indicates’ that

monk seals have lower chlorinated hydrocar-' : :”‘ﬁ»

~ bon levels than do pinnipeds studiedin
- “Alaska, Washlngton Cahforma, and. other

" eastern Pacific sites. There were ‘also indica-- L |

tions of significant differences in DDT and -

- CB levels among the monk seals studied by i |

~ the stranding program. While not high .

- compared to other pinnipeds, the levels
warrant caut10n because of the monk seal’ B

fraglle status.

Is there a relat1on- g
- ship between -
contaminant

‘exposure and
‘cancer in
~California . - -
sea lions? - -
Forthe
past5 -
years,
Center -
~research- -
ers have

with the
Marine - : S )
Mammal Centérin Sausahto, Cahforma

~ to assess differences between contarmnant
levels in stranded adult sea lions that died -
- from a form of cancer (transmonal cell

carcinoma) and in those that were lqlled (fori . S

" example, were shot or fatally injured). -
‘Preliminary analyses-showed s1gn1ﬁcantly
higher levels of PCBs and DDTs in the sea -

lions with cancer. Sample analysis contmues: -

this year in efforts to determine whether

there is a relationship between contaminant-

; far' is extenswe it mcludes chemical analyses
‘of man-made compounds, detailed patho- -
o logu: examinations and life-history informa-
~tion for a stable population that includes
- both healthy and diseased sea lions, thus

; v.allowmg reliable comparlson of data

. P0551ble lmks between contarmnants and
. immune response are also bemg exammed in
‘"ﬁthenorthern fur 3
~-seal, which is not

* “threatened or

- .endangered Z
: ,but has Z
' i

_ : / protected status . o
because its populations are below
the optimal levels for sustaining the
~species. The seal populationon St. -
- George Island, Alaska (in the Bering Sea) -
_has been declining for the past 25 years
- despite a stop to controversial commercial
~pelt hunts, while populations on a nearby
- island (St. Paul) are stable. Why? The
~answer may i mvelve contaminant-induced
- - immune system suppression. Earlier studies
- suggested that the two populations may eat
. different prey, caught in different areas,
- which could mean that the declining St.
~ George seals are encountenng different .
. contaminants that can produce immune -
- system problems, greater susceptibility to
“- pathogens, and death. Work with the Univer-
~ . sity of Alaska-Fairbanks and the National
- ~Marine Mammal Laboratory in Seattle is

o ~Work thls year 11]; 1m:1ude analyses of m11k :
- and blubber samples o determine whether
.. seals from the two islands have different .
. contaminant levels, and whether those levels
T ;threaten either the seals or the natives who .

-~ kill the 1 for food. Additional work will try-
to shed light on the transfer of contaminants
from mother to offspring; tissues from
- stillborn-fetuses will be analyzed for chlori-

- nated hydrocarbons to clarify the in utero
. 'transfer of selected Chlorrnated hydrocar—

levels and d1sease The data gathered thus et off




o NWFS Il o
Metlcu'ous data IS a Sophlstlcated fprogram are 1mprov1ng w1de1y accepted analytlcal -
we ap on 'n the fl ght t O pr Ot e Ct “- techniques (such as'gas chromatography and gas

.~ chromatography with mass spectrometry) and
manne mammals S AT L e T developmg proving new techniques (such
o : .~ as high-performance liquid chromatography with
- ultraviolet photo liode assay detectlon) Research— :

" Analyzing marine mammal tlssue samples
Yanagida, Gina’ Ylltalo Jon Buzitis, and La‘ S _
Hufnagle. -~ - DTN L e efforts. ) drawn from marine mammals in

in unng them and the samples

~ The fight to protect whales and other marine '

~ mammals requires two powerful weapons: a N
‘comprehensive database, and advanced analytlcal
techniques. apphed by experlenced researchers -

As part of that fight, the Natlonal Marme Flshenes
Service’s Marine Mammal Health and Stranding
Response Program is bulldlng a national database
on contaminants found in marine mammals and:
~ related biological information. The valuable data
..compiled thus far are used by researchers nation-
- wide who are working to identify what levels of -
contaminants are harmful to marine mammals,
- and what the effects of those contaminants are.
'Unacceptable levels will be determined in p: tbhy
information from the Center’s studies.. Compﬂlng
the data critical to understanding contaminant -
levels and effects. A reliable and readily. acce551ble
database (with information that has gone through
the rigors of professional publication) is key.
Accessibility will be greatly enhanced by the
Center’s development of an Internet website with
a searchable database that currently has more than
200 samples from about 80 animals. Providing a
user-friendly web interface will also make thes
‘data more acce551b1e to researchers.

In related work from spec1men bank research last
year, nearly 100 samples from healthy seals,
~whales, dolphins, sea lions, and polar bears were
analyzed for baseline data. These samples will be -
useful for comparison in assessmg contaminant-*
effects in stranded ammals, orin ammals from
other reglons :

Analytlcal work is obv1ously the key to bull' vvng a
 reliable data set. Researchers with the strandmg




