
What’s New? 

What’s new?  As far as 
the South Carolina Marine 
Mammal Stranding Net-
work (SCMMSN) is con-
cerned, just about every-
thing!  This newsletter is 
new.  The network itself is 
relatively new 
(reconstituted last year 
after a multi-year hiatus).  
Our logo is new (hope you 
like it).  Our webpage 
(www.scmmsn.org) should 
be up and running by the 
end of the summer, so it 
isn’t even new yet!  
Seems like everything is 
new.  On the other hand, 
some things are comforta-
bly the same.  The folks at 
the NOAA National Ocean 
Service’s Center for 
Coastal Environmental 
Health and Biomolecular 
Research (CCEHBR) in 
Charleston continue to 
expertly handle the bulk of 
marine mammal strand-
ings in the state, as they 
have done for nearly two 
decades.  And many of 
our dedicated volunteers 
are veterans of previous 
incarnations of the net-
work.  In short, as network 
communication and logis-
tics are spinning back up, 

the quality of our person-
nel and stranding re-
sponse is as strong as 
ever. 
 
Under the leadership of 
Sally Murphy and then Al 
Segars, the South Caro-
lina Department of Natural 
Resources (SCDNR) co-
ordinated the SCMMSN 
from 1991 to 2005, and 
Wayne McFee at the 
CCEHBR Lab served as 
NOAA’s Area Representa-
tive for marine mammal 
strandings.  SCDNR relin-
quished their network re-
sponsibility in 2005 due to 
funding cuts, and the 
stranding network ceased 
to exist.  Stranding re-
sponse continued through 
Wayne and CCEHBR per-
sonnel, but without a net-
work of authorized volun-
teers, their workload was 
substantially increased.  A 
Stranding Agreement was 
issued by NOAA to 
Coastal Carolina Univer-
sity in 2008, and the uni-
versity received a NOAA 
Prescott grant last sum-
mer to re-establish the 
stranding network.  It is 
through the NOAA Strand-
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Inside this issue: 
ing Agreement with CCU 
that our network volun-
teers are authorized under 
the Marine Mammal Pro-
tection Act to respond to 
strandings.   
 
Network volunteers were 
identified last summer, 
and over 30 volunteers 
were trained at a full day 
workshop last November. 
Numerous supplies have 
been purchased this year 
to support stranding re-
sponse and necropsy ac-
tivities.  CCU students 
have helped to coordinate 
some of these activities, 
and though a busy school 
year pushed some items 
(such as this newsletter) 
to the summer, stranding 
guides, permit cards, a 
web page, T-shirts, and 
more are all on the way.   
 
We hope you find this 
newsletter informative.  
We plan to produce two 
each year, so if you have 
content suggestions, 
please let us know.  
Thank you for your hard 
work and dedication to the 
stranding network! 
 

South Carolina Marine 
Mammal Stranding Network 

The South Carolina Marine 
Mammal Stranding Network is 
administered by Coastal Caro-
lina University under the au-
thority of the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administra-
tion (NOAA Stranding Agree-
ment Letter, under authoriza-
tion of Sections 112(c) and 403 
of the Marine Mammal Protec-
tion Act) 



South Carolina has about 52 marine 
mammal strandings per year, based 
on a 10-year average.  Approxi-
mately 80% of those strandings are 
bottlenose dolphins, and the second 
and third most common strandings 
are pygmy and dwarf sperm whales 
(>10% of the total).  Remaining spe-
cies are mainly members of the dol-
phin and beaked whale families, 
large whales (about one every two 
years), and the occasional seal.  
Most live strandings in our state are 
single animals that are sick and dy-
ing.  Historically, rehabilitation of 
such animals has been unsuccess-
ful, so they are usually euthanized.  
About 25% of our bottlenose dol-
phins strand with evidence of human 
interaction (entanglements, ingested 
plastics, etc.).  This percentage is 
based on animals who were in good 
enough condition to clearly deter-
mine evidence for interaction. 
 
Marine mammal strandings in South 
Carolina have run hot and cold dur-
ing the past year.  Usually, October/
November is the busiest period, with 
coastal migratory bottlenose dolphins 
on the move, but this year strandings 
were rare throughout fall and winter.  
Even so, the total number of strand-
ings for 2009 was right in line with 
the 10-year average.  Our long, cold 
winter did bring a few surprises, how-
ever.  One of them was harbor seals.   

Several harbor seals were sighted in 
February and March, from Little River 
in the north to Hilton Head in the 
south.  Seals are not new to South 
Carolina, but none had been seen 
since 2004.  Two of the seals re-
quired a response.  One seal was 
found dead in the Folly River in 
March, but the other had a much 
happier fate.  On February 3rd, a 
young harbor seal was found hauled 
out at Peachtree Landing, 45 miles 
up the Waccamaw River in Horry 
County.  After receiving a clean bill of 
health from network veterinarian 
Debra Andrews, he was given some 
fluids and released alive on Litchfield 
Beach the same day.  You can read 
more about harbor seals in our 
“”Features Species” section. 
 
Following our seal season, March 
and early April proved to be an ex-
tremely busy season for cetacean 
strandings, averaging several per 
week and, on a few occasions, more 
than one per day.  Many of these 
animals showed signs of emaciation, 
and Wayne McFee suspects that this 
pulse in early spring was the end 
result of a long, cold winter with 
lower than normal prey resources 
available.  In addition to signs of 
emaciation, several animals had in-
gested unusual prey items.  The 
stomach and esophagus of one bot-
tlenose dolphin was completely 

packed with dense pluff mud and the 
occasional shrimp.  Could it have 
been feeding in an unusual and dan-
gerous manner due to severe hun-
ger?  That seems likely. 

Photos by Rob Young 
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This harbor seal was transported 
from 45 miles up the Waccamaw 
River to a release site at Litchfield 
Beach, SC.  

Strandings in populated areas, 
such as this pygmy sperm whale 
in Myrtle Beach, can attract 
crowds of several hundred,    
emphasizing the need for effi-
cient response and education 
(Left). 

 

Training workshop for full      ne-
cropsy and tissue collection 
(right). 

Photo by James Powell Photo by Rob Young 



The state coordinator for the SCMMSN is Rob 
Young, a marine science professor at Coastal 
Carolina University and long-time network mem-
ber.  Two CCU undergraduate marine science 
majors, Adrianna Refling and Sarah Sexton, pro-
vide invaluable assistance with network communi-
cation and logistics.  NOAA CCEHBR personnel 
continue to be the primary responders to strand-
ings throughout the state.  Wayne McFee leads 
the Strandings and Life History program and is 
assisted by James Powell and Elise Kohli.  
Chances are, you will see at least one of them at 
any stranding.  And of course, we all rely heavily 
our wonderful network of over 40 stranding volun-
teers throughout the state, some of which can be 
seen in the photo to the right from our training 
workshop last November.  Thank you for your 
help! 

Harbor seals (Phoca vitulina) are the 
most common seals along the North 
American Atlantic Coast, ranging 
from Canada to southern New Eng-
land/New York.  They live in the 
coastal regions, and use rocky and 
sandy beaches for hauling out.    
They can range in size from 5.6 ft to 
6.3 ft (1.7-1.9 m).  Though this year’s 
seals were the first South Carolina 
sightings in six years, harbor seals 
were sighted in most years through-
out the 1990’s and early 2000’s.   

Harbor seals eat schooling fish, 
ground fish, squid and octopus.  
They can live up to 35 years. 

Harbor seals come in various colors, 
from silver to reddish tan to black.  
Most of the time they are blue- gray 
with light and dark spots and lighter 
belly.  The pups are born with similar 
coloring as the adults.  They have a 

dog like snout and the nostrils form a 
“V” when seen from the front. 

Seals spend a lot of time on the 
beaches, and the mothers will leave 
their pups on shore while they hunt.  
They are very easily distressed by 
people and dogs.  If a seal is seen, 
please keep humans and dogs away.  
Seals haul out regularly, so they 
don’t need to be rescued unless it’s a 
pup whose mom has not been seen 
for at least 24 hours or it is obviously 
injured or distressed. 

 
You may be interested to know that 
the dorsal fin on the new SCMMSN 
logo is not just a generic fin.  It is the 
profile from “ “Flat-tip,” a female bot-
tlenose dolphin from CCU’s dolphin 
research catalog and the mother to 
several known calves in North Inlet, 
SC, over the past dozen years.  We 
chose Flat-tip because she has a 
nearly perfect fin, though if you look 
carefully, there is a very subtle flat-
tening at the tip (we added the pal-
metto tree, though).   

Featured Species: Harbor Seals 
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Volunteer Spotlight 

Hilton Head Island Beach Services 

SCMMSN would like recognize the staff of Shore Beach Services from Hilton 
Head Island for their hard work responding to several strandings in March and 
April. This was an extremely busy period, and we are indebted to you for your 

outstanding efforts and assistance. Thank you! 

 

Newsletter Editors 

Adrianna Refling 
Coastal Carolina University, Marine Science Major 

ajreflin@coastal.edu 
 

Sarah Sexton 
Coastal Carolina University, Marine Science Major 

scsexton@coastal.edu 
 

Rob Young 
SCMMSN State Coordinator 

Department of Marine Science 
Coastal Carolina University 

ryoung@coastal.edu 
 

In each issue of the newsletter, we  will recognize volunteers that have per-
formed above and beyond expectations.   


