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A Series of Severe Life-Threatening Entanglements on Marine Mammals Has Experts Concerned 

The Marine Mammal Center – the largest Marine Mammal Hospital in the World – Has Found that the 

Impact of Ocean Trash and Fishing Gear Entanglements Threatens the Recovery of Species Like the 

Threatened Guadalupe Fur Seal  

 

(Sausalito, Calif. – August 11, 2020) – A series of entanglements of marine mammals along the 

California coast are especially concerning for the long-term recovery of threatened and endangered 

species. Since June 1, The Marine Mammal Center – the largest marine mammal hospital in the world – 

has admitted eight Guadalupe fur seal and California sea lion patients to its Sausalito hospital suffering 

from varying types of entanglements, a condition that, if left untreated, can lead to the inability to find 

food, severe lacerations and death.  

 

While this year’s numbers of patients are consistent with past years, the severity of entanglements 

recently seen on threatened Guadalupe fur seals has Center veterinarians concerned. Entanglements, along 

with other significant ecosystem disruptions marine mammals are facing, including the impacts of 

overfishing and warming waters due to climate change, complicates the animal’s survival rates.  

 

“Trash and plastic pollution in our ocean impacts seal and sea lion patients we rescue each year, as well as 

large cetaceans such as whales,” says Dr. Cara Field, Medical Director at The Marine Mammal Center. 

“It’s especially alarming to see these preventable entanglements in Guadalupe fur seals because this 

species is still recovering from the brink of extinction.”  

 

Listed as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act, the Guadalupe fur seal has the highest 

prevalence of entanglement in marine debris of any marine mammal the Center rescues. According to two 

major entanglement studies published in 2009 and 2017 by Emma Moore and Daniela Bárcenas de la 

Cruz, respectively, approximately 25 percent of Guadalupe fur seals admitted into the Center’s care from 

2001-2015 were suffering from the effects of ocean trash entanglements.  

 

Guadalupe fur seals spend most of their life far offshore. This makes researching the elusive animal more 

difficult and is a key reason why the Center works closely with partners in Mexico to investigate the life 

history of this species. Researchers like Tenaya Norris, a scientist at the Center, are collecting valuable 

data from animals at their main breeding site to investigate where they travel in the ocean, how much time 

they spend on land, and how many are in the population each year. 

 

Severity of Cases Is Deeply Troubling 

This June, two male pups, Neshema and Dansam, were transported to the Center’s Sausalito hospital to 

recover from severe entanglements in netting gear as well as malnutrition. As one of only two facilities 

permitted to provide long-term rehabilitative care for Guadalupe fur seals in California, the two animals 

were transferred to the Center in June from partners at the Northcoast Marine Mammal Center in Crescent 
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City, CA. After spending six weeks in rehabilitation to boost body condition and overall weight, the duo 

was recently released back to the wild in Point Reyes National Seashore.  

 

Solving the issue of ocean trash and plastic entanglements is critical because it disproportionally impacts 

young seal and sea lion patients the Center cares for like Neshema and Dansam. Entanglements, due to 

human sources of marine debris such as packing straps or fishing gear, cause life-threatening constrictions 

around the heads, necks and bodies of marine mammals as they grow. Intelligent and curious, seals and 

sea lions can see trash as something to eat, investigate or play with—not knowing that this new object 

could end up being fatal. While entanglements affect all age classes, the Center’s research shows younger 

animals appear to be more susceptible than adults. Seals and sea lions are most frequently entangled 

around the head and body in monofilament fishing line, net fragments, packing straps, rope and rubber 

products. 

 

Another recent rescue case that illustrates the devastation an entanglement can have on a marine 

mammal’s life was a young California sea lion named Pascal. A yearling female, this emaciated sea lion 

was rescued in July and brought to the Center with a severe monofilament fishing line through her mouth 

and around her head. During her admission exam, veterinarians noted that the entanglement had affected 

her ability to eat for several weeks and left her extremely debilitated. After removing the entanglement, 

Center experts took a series or radiographs, or x-rays, of Pascal’s head that showed a severe lower jaw 

fracture and infection. As a result, Center veterinarians made the difficult decision to humanely euthanize 

Pascal.  

 

“This young animal’s death is a vivid example of how ocean trash wreaks havoc on a marine mammal,” 

says Dr. Field. “Knowing this animal not only suffered the direct pain of a broken jaw and the tight 

entanglement, but continued to suffer and slowly starve for weeks to months is absolutely heartbreaking.”  

 

The Marine Mammal Center has been on the front lines of marine mammal rescue and rehabilitation for 

more than 45 years, and has the expertise and tools needed to save these animals. Demand is growing 

each year for the Center’s support and training of organizations and individuals worldwide in effective 

rescue and entanglement response. This critical need led to the Center’s Global Response Training 

Institute successfully supporting and training its first partner organization in La Paz, Mexico.  

 

“We want to not only share our entanglement response expertise widely to support the recovery and 

treatment of entangled marine mammals worldwide but also identify and reduce these occurrences,” says 

Dr. Field. “Ocean trash knows no international boundaries so it’s critical as the world’s largest marine 

mammal hospital that we help support and build the network of response organizations dedicated to 

tackling the issue of ocean trash and the conservation of these important species.”  

 

To learn more about The Marine Mammal Center and how to support the recovery of patients suffering 

from entanglements, text OCEAN to 41444 to donate or visit MarineMammalCenter.org/donate to help 

the Center perform its life-saving work. Donations allow the Center’s experts to:   

• Use innovative rescue tools to capture wild, entangled animals using advanced sedation, tracking 

and rescue techniques.  

• Perform complicated surgeries to repair injuries caused by entanglements.   

• Train veterinarians and animal experts from countries developing rehabilitation and conservation 

programs so they can rescue and treat entangled animals on their own coastlines.   

 

ABOUT THE MARINE MAMMAL CENTER: 

Located 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 
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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 23,000 

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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