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Devastating Skin Disease Covering Up to 70% of a Dolphin’s Body Tied to Climate Change 

in New Groundbreaking Study  

In collaboration with Australian researchers, The Marine Mammal Center in Sausalito, CA has 

found that the increasing frequency and severity of storm systems drastically decrease the 

salinity of coastal waters, causing fatal skin disease in dolphins worldwide. 

 

SAUSALITO, Calif. (December 18, 2020) – Scientists at The Marine Mammal Center in 

Sausalito, CA – the largest marine mammal hospital in the world – and international colleagues 

have identified a novel skin disease in dolphins that is linked to climate change. The study is a 

groundbreaking discovery, as it is the first time since the disease first appeared in 2005 that 

scientists have been able to link a cause to the condition that affects coastal dolphin communities 

worldwide. Due to the decreased water salinity brought upon by climate change, the dolphins 

develop patchy and raised skin lesions across their bodies – sometimes covering upwards of 70 

percent of their skin. 

 

The international study, which can be found here, was co-authored by three internationally 

respected scientists, from California and Australia: 

• Dr. Pádraig Duignan, Chief Pathologist at The Marine Mammal Center 

• Dr Nahiid Stephens, a veterinary pathologist at Murdoch University (Perth, Australia) 

• Dr. Kate Robb, Founding Director, zoologist, and geneticist of the Marine Mammal 

Foundation (Victoria, Australia) 

 

The study, published in Scientific Reports, a peer-reviewed natural sciences journal, provides the 

first-ever case definition for fresh-water skin disease in bottlenose dolphins.  

 

This study comes on the heels of significant outbreaks in Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, 

Florida and Texas and Australia in recent years. In all of these locations, a sudden and drastic 

decrease in salinity in the waters was the common factor. Coastal dolphins are accustomed to 

seasonal changes in salinity levels in their marine habitat, but they do not live in freshwater. The 

increasing severity and frequency of storm events like hurricanes and cyclones, particularly if 

they are preceded by drought conditions, are dumping unusual volumes of rain that turn coastal 

waters to freshwater. Freshwater conditions can persist for months, particularly after intense 

storms such as hurricanes Harvey and Katrina. With the increasing climate temperatures, climate 

scientists have predicted extreme storms like these will occur more frequently and, consequently, 

will result in more frequent and severe disease outbreaks in dolphins. 
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“This devastating skin disease has been killing dolphins since Hurricane Katrina, and we’re 

pleased to finally define the problem,” said Duignan. “With a record hurricane season in the Gulf 

of Mexico this year and more intense storm systems worldwide due to climate change, we can 

absolutely expect to see more of these devastating outbreaks killing dolphins.” 

 

The study has major implications for the current outbreak in Australia, which is impacting the 

rare and threatened Burrunan dolphin in southeast Australia, and could provide professionals 

with the information needed to diagnose and treat affected animals. Currently, the long-term 

outlook for dolphins affected with the skin disease is poor. This is especially true for the animals 

suffering from prolonged exposure to freshwater. 

 

The deadly skin disease was first noted by researchers on approximately 40 bottlenose dolphins 

near New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 

 

“As warming ocean temperatures impact marine mammals globally, the findings in this paper 

will allow better mitigation of the factors that lead disease outbreaks for coastal dolphin 

communities that are already under threat from habitat loss and degradation,” said Duignan. 

“This study helps shed light on an ever-growing concern, and we hope it is the first step in 

mitigating the deadly disease and marshalling the ocean community to further fight climate 

change.” 

 

ABOUT THE MARINE MAMMAL CENTER: 

Headquartered on the site of a former Cold War missile base, The Marine Mammal Center is a 

global leader in marine mammal health, science and conservation, and is the largest marine 

mammal hospital in the world. The Center’s teaching hospital and training programs operate 

globally, with its headquarters in the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, part of the National 

Park Service. Expert teams from the Center travel around the world to work with emerging first 

responders and has itself rescued more than 24,000 marine mammals from 600 miles of its 

authorized rescue area of California coastline and the Big Island of Hawai‘i. The Center’s 

mission is to advance global ocean conservation through marine mammal rescue and 

rehabilitation, scientific research, and education. 

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

Instagram and Twitter.  
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