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Experts Suspect Blunt Force Trauma Due to Ship Strike the Cause of Death for Endangered Fin
Whale Found in San Francisco

(SAUSALITO, Calif. — April 24, 2021) — Experts suspect an endangered fin whale that washed ashore in
San Francisco this weekend died due to injuries sustained from a ship strike. Scientists from The Marine
Mammal Center, the world’s largest marine mammal hospital, as well as from the California Academy of
Sciences and U.C. Santa Cruz investigated the animal’s death in a necropsy Saturday afternoon.

“By investigating deaths like this, we can learn more about how human activity and changing
environmental trends are impacting large whales,” says Barbie Halaska, Necropsy Manager for The
Marine Mammal Center. “Ship strikes are the biggest threat fin whales face, so this investigation helps us
understand the challenges these animals face and inform decision-makers so we can safely share the
ocean with marine wildlife.”

Initially reported to The Marine Mammal Center early Friday morning by the U.S. Coast Guard, the
whale carcass was sighted a few miles offshore west of the Golden Gate Bridge. By Friday night, it
landed at Fort Funston in San Francisco.

During Saturday’s necropsy, scientists discovered significant bruising and hemorrhaging to muscle
around the whale’s neck vertebrae consistent with blunt force trauma due to ship strike. The team
identified the fin whale as a 46-foot juvenile male that was moderately decomposed based on the quality
of the internal organs. Experts noted the whale was in average body condition based on the blubber layer
and internal fat levels. The whale also had a stomach full of krill, a primary food source.

“Although unfortunate, these deaths offer a unique opportunity for scientists to look more closely at these
animals that are usually inaccessible to us,” says Moe Flannery, Senior Collections Manager of Birds and
Mammals for the California Academy of Sciences. “By archiving specimens and data, researchers from
around the world will be able to answer important questions to inform policy and conservation decisions
for decades to come.”

The Marine Mammal Center has responded to six other fin whales in its 46-year history. Five of the six
died from trauma due to ship strike.

The fin whale is the second-largest species of whale and is listed as endangered under the Endangered
Species Act. Fin whales are typically found offshore in deep waters, and the biggest threat to this species
is ship strikes. Large whales are vulnerable to collisions with all vessel types, sizes and classes throughout
the world's ocean. When large vessels such as container ships are involved, the ship's crew may be
unaware a strike has occurred. As such, the number of ship strikes to whales is likely underreported.
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Malnutrition, entanglement and trauma from ship strikes have been the most common causes of death in
whales studied by the Center’s research team in recent years. The Center’s researchers study the locations
and behaviors of whales in the San Francisco Bay so that informed decisions can be made to better protect
whales. Public funding and support for this investigatory work is essential.

The Marine Mammal Center collected tissue samples and bone to contribute to baseline data and various
research studies. The California Academy of Sciences archived the whale’s pelvic bones, ear bones, and
baleen in their scientific research collection.

As an essential nonprofit organization operating during the ongoing pandemic, the Center and its partners
are currently deploying response teams with fewer personnel for shorter durations and with increased
personal protective equipment to safely continue this important work. This necessary action has led to a
decrease in data and sample collection during necropsies, which can make it more difficult to determine
why a whale may have washed ashore.

The public can play an important role in the conservation of whales by reporting sightings. To report a
dead whale or whale in distress, call the Center’s rescue hotline at 415-289-SEAL (7325).

ABOUT THE MARINE MAMMAL CENTER:

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. As a leading contributor to the global body of research
and knowledge about marine mammal medicine and ocean health, the Center generates research findings
and scientific outputs at volumes comparable to top academic institutions and prides itself on gathering
and providing open research data that is free to access, reuse, repurpose and redistribute. The Center’s
teaching hospital and training programs operate globally with headquarters in Sausalito, CA. The Center
has rescued more than 24,000 marine mammals from 600 miles of authorized rescue area along the
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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