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Severely Entangled Whale in Monterey Bay Freed by Dynamic Team Including Experts from The 

Marine Mammal Center 

Multiple sets of fishing gear were so heavy, they ‘anchored the whale in place.’ 

 

(Monterey, Calif. – May 21, 2020) - A trained response team, including several team members from The 

Marine Mammal Center, freed a humpback whale in Monterey Bay after tracking it for several days. It 

had become so severely entangled and weighed down by commercial Dungeness crab fishing gear that it 

could not move. 

 

“It takes a true collaborative effort for a mission like this to succeed because there are so many moving 

pieces, such as weather conditions, distance from shore, and simply the ability to locate the entangled 

whale,” said Julia O’Hern, Operations Manager at The Marine Mammal Center’s Moss Landing triage 

center, and a key team member in the response to this whale. “Our work responding to entangled whales 

is absolutely critical and it’s going to take research, innovation and partnerships with fishermen, 

industries and agencies to solve the more complex problems that lead to entanglements in the first place.” 

 

The successful response was the result of a truly effective and dynamic collaboration of teams from The 

Marine Mammal Center, Marine Life Studies (WET)®, Moss Landing Marine Laboratories, National 

Marine Sanctuaries West Coast Region, and U.S. Coast Guard. This was the third time an entangled 

whale off the West Coast has been freed in about a month. Responders also freed a humpback whale off 

Santa Cruz Island in mid-April, and a gray whale near Port Angeles, Washington in late April. 

 

A California Department of Fish and Wildlife vessel first reported the entangled humpback whale about 

11:15 a.m. on Saturday, May 16. A team responded Saturday afternoon, documenting the entanglement. 

Responders reported that the line was wrapped repeatedly around the whale’s tail, cutting into its flesh. 

The team tried to attach a telemetry tracking buoy to the 35-40 foot whale. They lost the opportunity 

when the entangling lines shifted, pulling the buoys underwater.  

 

A team returned to the whale on Sunday. They successfully attached a telemetry tracking buoy to the 

entangling gear. They were also able to further assess the entanglement to support a response plan. 

Unfortunately, weather conditions deteriorated and the team then had to leave the whale. 

 

On Monday morning, with the addition of the U.S. Coast Guard and other network volunteers, the team 

returned to the whale. By about 1 p.m., they had cut the whale free of the fishing gear. They found that 

the entanglement involved three sets of commercial Dungeness crab gear. It is believed the whale first 

became entangled and began dragging a crab pot that caught two additional pots and associated lines and 

buoys. The weight of three combined sets of gear stopped the whale from swimming. 

mailto:media@tmmc.org
mailto:michael.milstein@noaa.gov
https://www.marinemammalcenter.org/
https://www.marinemammalcenter.org/
http://www.marinelifestudies.org/
http://www.marinelifestudies.org/
https://www.mlml.calstate.edu/
https://sanctuaries.noaa.gov/about/westcoast.html
https://sanctuaries.noaa.gov/about/westcoast.html
https://www.uscg.mil/
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/feature-story/teams-free-entangled-humpback-whale-santa-cruz-island
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/feature-story/teams-free-entangled-humpback-whale-santa-cruz-island
https://www.cascadiaresearch.org/washington-state/successful-disentanglement-gray-whale-24-april-2020


 

The removal of the gear greatly improves the chances of survival for the whale. However, its outlook 

remains uncertain.  

 

Humpback whales have rebounded in number off the West Coast in recent decades. However, threats to 

their recovery remain. Entanglements have been identified by NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service 

as the leading cause of mortality to large whales in the United States.  

 

Last year, The Marine Mammal Center expanded its whale entanglement response efforts with these 

specific goals in mind: 

• Increase capacity to respond to entangled whales 

• Advance entangled whale response 

• Support and enhance NOAA Fisheries’ efforts to standardize whale disentanglement response 

practices, gear, communications and training 

• Assure best practices for human and animal safety during responses 

• Represent the entangled whale response network in efforts to reduce whale entanglement 

 

The Center’s experts also play an important role in contributing to the California Dungeness Crab Fishing 

Gear Whale Entanglement Working Group. Founded in 2015, the group actively addresses large whale 

entanglements in Dungeness crab fishing gear and is charged with maintaining thriving whale populations 

and a thriving Dungeness crab fishery. By expanding response efforts, the Center is now better equipped 

to address this threat and inform decision makers when risk is increased, thereby recommending actions 

that protect these species in their domestic feeding grounds and, ultimately, in their international breeding 

grounds while serving as an example worldwide. 

 

Entangled whales can be dangerous and should be approached only by trained response teams authorized 

by NOAA Fisheries. Entanglement Response Network partners receive training from NOAA Fisheries 

and invest much of their own time in training for and responding to entanglements. 

 

ASSETS: NOAA approved images and b-roll with watermarked permit info available for download and 

media use here: https://www.dropbox.com/sh/uxw68cqrs4u8ynp/AAAVI3eyrTbuuncgwQ4zVS3fa?dl=0. 

A word document with suggested captions and appropriate credit info is also included.  

 

HOW THE PUBLIC CAN HELP:  

Prompt reporting is the best way to help an entangled whale. Report entangled whales on the West Coast 

by calling (877) SOS-WHALe / (877) 767-9425 or hailing the U.S. Coast Guard on VHF Channel 16. If 

an authorized response is needed, please stay with the whale while you are able and if it is safe to do so. 

 

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

(7325).  

- The Marine Mammal Center kindly asks boaters and the public to report sightings of whales in San 

Francisco Bay to our citizen science research portal. Visit MarineMammalCenter.org/science/cetacean-

field-research/ to help document these observations which provide valuable knowledge and additional 

data points for our experts on porpoises, dolphins and whales. 
- On shore, maintain a safe distance of at least 50 feet from a stranded cetacean and keep dogs away. On 

water, maintain a safe distance of at least 100 yards from an entangled or injured cetacean. 

- 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. 

 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/uxw68cqrs4u8ynp/AAAVI3eyrTbuuncgwQ4zVS3fa?dl=0


RESOURCES FROM NOAA: 

Learn more about entanglements and read past years’ entanglement summaries 

 

2019 West Coast Whale Entanglement Summary 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/feature-story/2019-west-coast-whale-entanglement-summary  

 

West Coast Marine Mammal Stranding Network 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/west-coast/marine-mammal-protection/west-coast-marine-mammal-

stranding-network#west-coast-stranding-events-&-summaries 

 

BACKGROUND ON HUMPBACK WHALES: According to NOAA Fisheries, before a moratorium 

on commercial whaling in 1985, all populations of humpback whales were greatly reduced, some by more 

than 95 percent. The species is increasing in abundance in much of its range, but faces threats from 

entanglement in fishing gear, vessel strikes, vessel-based harassment, underwater noise and habitat 

impacts. According to the most recent NOAA Fisheries population estimates, approximately 2,900 

humpbacks frequent the California, Oregon, Washington and southern British Columbia coasts in the 

summer and fall. In recent years, humpbacks have been observed more and more frequently feeding along 

the California coast.   

 

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 

dedicated to the recovery of the endangered Hawaiian monk seal, in Kailua-Kona, Hawai‘i. The Marine 

Mammal Center is the largest marine mammal hospital and education center in the world. The Center’s 

teaching hospital and training experts travel to work with emerging first responder teams in locations 

around the globe. For more information, please visit MarineMammalCenter.org.  

 

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

Twitter.  
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