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The Marine Mammal Center investigates two gray whale strandings in San Francisco Bay, 

confirms severe malnutrition as cause of death for one 

 

(SAUSALITO, Calif. – March 14, 2019) – Two gray whales stranded under separate circumstances in the 

San Francisco Bay this week. Experts from The Marine Mammal Center and its partners at California 

Academy of Sciences confirmed severe malnutrition as the cause of death for one whale, but were unable 

to determine a cause of death for the second. The need to investigate these mortalities is more important 

than ever as marine mammals face increasing threats in the environment.  

“Each of these investigations provide an invaluable opportunity to better understand the threats that 

marine mammals face,” said Dr. Padraig Duignan, Chief Research Pathologist at The Marine Mammal 

Center. “The gray whale population along the U.S. West Coast is a conservation success story but the 

species continues to face numerous environmental threats including entanglements, ship strikes and 

shifting food availability.” 

The two necropsies took place at Angel Island State Park Tuesday morning. The team identified the first 

whale as a one-year-old, 23-foot female. Upon investigation, scientists discovered a significant lack of 

blubber and body fat, a clear sign of malnutrition, as well as a lack of content in the animal’s stomach. 

There was no evidence of trauma or infectious disease.  

Experts were unable to perform a full necropsy on the second whale due to its unsafe location near the 

surf line. Scientists observed the carcass in a moderate state of decomposition and that it had a decent 

amount of blubber reserves. The second whale was identified as an approximately one-year-old, 23-foot 

female. Scientists plan to revisit the carcass at a later date to gather additional evidence and attempt to 

determine a cause of death. 

While “undetermined” is the most common cause of death of cetaceans reported by the Center’s research 

team, blunt force trauma from ship strikes, malnutrition, trauma and entanglements are other leading 

causes. The Center collected tissue samples and blubber samples on both cetaceans to contribute to 

various research studies and submit for further testing. 

“In recent years, biologists have observed cases of young gray whales in poor body condition migrating 

south in the fall from their feeding grounds in Alaska to the warmer waters off the coast of Baja 

California, Mexico,” said Dr. Duignan. “This species faces the longest annual migration of any whale on 

earth, it’s likely that after not feeding this winter she didn’t have enough reserves built up to survive her 

journey north.”  

Experts have also noticed a migratory behavior change in gray whales entering the San Francisco Bay in 

the late winter and early spring months. Historically, one or two gray whales would temporarily pass 
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underneath the Golden Gate Bridge during this time period. Last week alone, experts counted five 

entering the Bay. 

“The number of gray whales entering the San Francisco Bay this year has been abnormally high and 

they’re staying much longer than in years past,” said Bill Keener, a whale expert at Golden Gate Cetacean 

Research. “There’s likely a few factors at play here including food source availability and a relatively 

sheltered habitat for juvenile whales that are in weaker body condition.”  

Scientists at The Marine Mammal Center have responded to more than 70 gray whales in its 44-year 

history. These are the first two whale necropsies the Center has completed this year. The Center 

responded to five gray whale strandings in 2018, including three in San Francisco Bay.  

The Center’s rescue team first received reports from Golden Gate Cetacean Research Sunday morning of 

a dead cetacean floating between Tiburon and Angel Island near Raccoon Straight. The carcass eventually 

stranded on the shoreline near Belvedere Cove late Sunday. A second dead cetacean report was received 

Monday morning from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers near the Bay Bridge. The U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers and a marine salvage company towed the carcasses to Angel Island Monday afternoon. 

The Center is grateful to its partners at Angel Island State Park, one of the many parks within the 

California State Park system, for their assistance in authorizing a landing area to perform the whale 

necropsies.  

To learn more about The Marine Mammal Center’s whale necropsy work, listen to our podcast, Sentinels 

of the Sea, found here: http://www.marinemammalcenter.org/about-us/News-Room/2018-news-

archives/podcasts.html.  

ASSETS: 

Images, b-roll, and a document with caption and credit information are available for download and media 

use here:  

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/ojbabn0ynlb3ty9/AACYIl7lDjast3lqvzA-ViOja?dl=0  

BACKGROUND: 

Gray whales are one of the most frequently sighted whales in California. The cetaceans can be seen 

passing by California in December and January during their southern migration, and again in 

April and May on their northern journey. Gray whales are medium-sized whales, reaching up to 45 feet 

(14 m) in length, with the females usually being larger than the males. They are distinguishable by their 

gray coloration with white patches, mostly consisting of areas where barnacles and lice have attached 

themselves to the whale. The Eastern population found along the U.S. and Canadian coast was delisted 

from the Endangered Species Act in 1994. Gray whales face the longest yearly migration of any whale at 

roughly 11,000 miles, traveling between Baja California and Alaska in a single trip.  

HOW THE PUBLIC CAN HELP: 

- Report sick and injured marine mammals to The Marine Mammal Center by calling 415-289-

SEAL (7325).  

- Maintain a safe distance of at least 50 feet from a stranded cetacean and keep dogs away.  

- The Marine Mammal Center is a nonprofit and depends on donations from members of the public 

to respond to and care for marine mammals and conduct critical scientific research.  

 

Visit MarineMammalCenter.org/donate to help the Center perform its life-saving work.  
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ABOUT THE MARINE MAMMAL CENTER: 

At The Marine Mammal Center, we are guided and inspired by a shared vision of a healthy ocean for 

marine mammals and humans alike. Our mission is to advance global ocean conservation through marine 

mammal rescue and rehabilitation, scientific research, and education. Since 1975, the Center has been 

headquartered in the Marin Headlands, Sausalito, Calif., within the Golden Gate National Parks and has 

rescued and treated nearly 20,000 marine mammals. In 2014, the Center opened Ke Kai Ola, a hospital 

and visitor center dedicated to the endangered Hawaiian monk seal, in Kailua-Kona, Hawai‘i. Ke Kai Ola 

recently launched a new middle-school marine science program and participates in a number of education 

and community outreach programs on its own and with community partners. 

For more information, please visit MarineMammalCenter.org. Follow us on Facebook, Instagram and 

Twitter.  
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