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REPORT OF THE ACCOBAMS EMERGENCY TASK FORCE FOR STRANDINGS  
 
 

Issue: Emergency Task Force for Strandings  
 
 
 
1. Action requested 
 
The Scientific Committee is invited to: 

a. consider the report of the ACCOBAMS Emergency Task Force for Strandings, 
b. provide recommendations to the Parties on this issue. 

 
 
 
2. Background 
 
During the Eight Meeting of Parties to ACCOBAMS (November 2022, Malta), Parties requested the creation of a 

regional Task Force for stranding events : The ACCOBAMS Emergency Task Force for Stranding events (AETFS). 

 

It aims at assisting emergency and unusual cetacean mortality events and more specifically to: 

• monitor and report strandings and bycatch data in the area in a common and real time repository in order to 

note any deviation from the average stranding rate for the area, period and species; 

• collect information on ongoing military exercises involving underwater noise sources to be monitored, and to 

enhance passive acoustic monitoring; 

• routinely carry out complete postmortem investigations, including acoustic trauma, according to Resolutions 

7.13 and 7.14, with remote advice and support from ACCOBAMS Experts (telenecropsy); 

• collect and preserve tissue samples in double: 1) to be stored and analyzed in Country by local laboratories 

and stored in a centralized Tissue Banks (University of Padova and Schmalhausen Institute of Zoology of 

National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine) and 2) to deliver samples to European countries to be analyzed for 

a second opinion, and stored as a back-up tissue Bank; 

• deliver brain tissue to the University of Padova for molecular and microscopic examination, and ears to the 

University of Liege and Hannover for microscopic examination so to support forensically acoustic impacts; 

• report any incident related to acoustic trauma to ACCOBAMS Secretariat and to the Task Force; 

• respond to live strandings and unusual mortality events; 

• maintain preparedness through organizing necropsy and telenecropsy training sessions so to develop and 

improve remote advice for dissection and samplings. 

  

The Task Force is jointly chaired by Sandro Mazzariol from Padova University and Thierry Jauniaux from Liege 

University.  

 

The 2 co-chairs are assisted, at least, by the following experts: 

• Michel André 

• Cristina Casalone 

• Ursula Siebert 

• Antonio Fernandez 
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REPORT OF THE ACCOBAMS EMERGENCY TASK FORCE FOR STRANDINGS  
 

2023-2024 events  

 

Since the creation of the AETFS, three unusual mortality events occurred in the ACCOBAMS area. 

 

1. Cyprus – February 2023 (see Annex 1 and Annex 2) 

 

Following an atypical mass stranding of Cuvier's beaked whales Ziphius cavirostris whales occurred in Cyprus early 

February 2023, and according to NAVTEX data, it seemed that navy exercises with firing across large areas in the 

eastern, southern and western parts of the island had been planned prior to the strandings.  

 

In face of this, ACCOBAMS Focal Points of Range States to the Eastern Mediterranean region were requested to provide 

information about any impulsive activities that have taken place in the region – prior to February 2023 - before the 

atypical mass stranding of beaked whales occurred in Cyprus. On February 9 23, 4 Cuvier’s beaked whales stranded 

alive and were refloated. Two of them were found dead after. In the coming days, 6 others were found dead (different 

levels of decomposition). In toto, eight whales were found dead and a full post-mortem investigation was done for 

one. Samples for histology have been sent Veterinary School of Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, Greece (Dr. 

Demetra Psalla)  and to University of Las Palmas, Gran Canaria, Spain (Antonio Fernandez, one of the AETFS experts). 

Conclusions of histology are: ”While the histological analysis does not describe any pathological entity or disease, the 

histological observations together with the strandings and the gross observations done during the necropsies can fit 

(partially) with the pathology observed in mass strandings of beaked whales due to acoustic related disturbance, 

probably associated temporally and spatially to mid-frequency sonar activities. Such acoustic disturbance from 

underwater activities especially at mid-frequencies, results in decompression sickness that can explain the embolism 

observed in the beaked whale”. 

 

2. Morocco – January 2024 

 

From 7 January 2024 to 22 January 2024, five unusual stranding of whales (one Balaenoptera acutorostrata, two 

Balaenoptera physalus and two Megaptera novaeangliae) have occurred in the areas identified below, according to 

information received from INRH experts in Morocco (see Annex 3).  

 

The AETFS was contacted and recommended the Moroccan authorities to collect, at least and when possible, 

samples of skin, muscles, ears and brain when necropsy was not possible for the determination of death cause(s). A 

telenecropsy was carried out on one of the strandings (a fin whale stranded at Kenitra) with the assistance of 

ACCOBAMS experts, revealing signs of gastritis, severe kidney congestion and the presence of external 

parasites (necropsy report Annex 4).  
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Figure 1- Unusual strandings of whales occurred between 7 and 31 January 2024 (Balaenoptera acutorostrata (5, 6, 

7), Balaenoptera physalus (3, 4) and Megaptera novaeangliae (1, 2, 8)). 

 

Between January 23 and 31, three other whales came ashore. 

The conservation code was poor for most of animals and partial necropsy was performed only for one, other being 

eliminated/destroyed before the intervention of local scientists. 

No conclusion could be drawn of these unusual mortality event. 

 

3. Corsica (France) – May 2024 

 

The ACCOBAMS Secretariat has been informed that a trilateral military exercise, called Mare Aperto 2024, with a four 

weeks duration, is conducted by Italy, France and Spain until 27 May 2024 in an area of the central Mediterranean, 

from the Ionian Sea to the French coast, encompassing Sicily, Sardinia and Corsica. On Saturday 18 May 2024, an 

atypical mass stranding of Cuvier's beaked whales has been reported in Corsica. This species - Ziphius cavirostris - is 

known for its sensitivity to ambient noise. On the basis of a preliminary report, there is evidence that human noise 

caused by unknown sources, and similar to the sound known to cause atypical beaked whale mass strandings, was 

generated in the marine area where the strandings occurred. 

 

Focal Points from France, Italy and Spain were contacted (1) to provide more information on the atypical mass 

stranding of Cuvier's beaked whales and the military operations in the framework of Mare Aperto 2024 and (2) to 

contact the AETFS should they need advice on how to implement postmortem investigations to preserve and store 

samples of stranded animals for future analyses. 

 

No further scientific information available on November 28, 2024. 

 

4. Spain – November 24 

 

While writing this report, an adult Cuvier’s beaked whale stranded alive and died on the coast of Almeria, Spain on 

November 26, 2024. The animal has been necropsied.  

No further information available on November 28, 2024. 
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5. Trainings 

Different workshops have been organized to maintain preparedness: 

- European Cetacean Society (ECS) conference 2024:  

1. workshop: New Technologies in Health Assessment of Marine Mammals 

2. Dolfake: an anatomically realistic cetacean mannequin for training teams in stranding management has 

been done in April 2024 with a Dolfake interest demonstration during the ECS conference. 

- Liege annual marine mammals necropsy workshop in 2023 (15 participants including  4 ACCOBAMS delegates) 

and in 2024 (15 participants including  3 ACCOBAMS delegates). 

 

Additionally, some tools for continuous and standardized training on post-mortem investigations were developed for 

virtual and on-distance training as videos and virtual reality experience.  

 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

 

The understanding of unusual stranding event requires rapid post-mortem examinations with complete sampling, 

performed by local and/or remote experts, is confirming the interest of the ACCOBAMS Emergency Task Force for 

Stranding events. For that, it would be relevant to: 

 

- Be informed: information to local, regional authorities in charge of cetaceans protection and conservation 

politics concerning the existence of the task force; 

- Be connected: information about the AETFS on a dedicated page of NETCCOBAMS including contact persons, 

necropsy protocol (Best practice on cetacean post-mortem investigation and tissue sampling); 

- Be ready: locally, it is necessary to identify official stranding networks, official authorities, veterinary 

institutions and facilities (heavy equipment…); 

- Be prepared/trained: maintain participation at necropsy and telenecropsy training sessions to develop and 

improve remote advice for dissection and samplings (see the ACCOBAMS/MOROCCO PROJECT: “Training in 

telenecropsy and standardization of cetacean stranding response methods”); new technologies for training as 

virtual reality and metaverse should be also put in place 

- Be standardized: to allow comparison in post-mortem investigations the use of the: ”Best practice on cetacean 

post-mortem investigation and tissue sampling” and Resolution 7.14 for harmonizing diagnosis is essential.  
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ANNEX 1 –  
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ANNEX 2 
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ANNEX 3 

UNUSUAL STRANDING EVENTS COMMUNICATED BY MOROCCO IN JANUARY 2024 

 

From 7 January 2024 to 22 January 2024, five unusual stranding of whales have occurred in the areas identified 

below, according to information received from INRH experts in Morocco: 

- one Balaenoptera acutorostrata (1)  

- two Balaenoptera physalus ( 2 & 3) 

- two Megaptera novaeangliae (4 & 5)  

 

 
Figure 1- Unusual strandings of whales occurred between 7 January 2024 to 22 January 2024 

 

 

The information in this document was provided to the ACCOBAMS Secretariat by INRH experts in Morocco and 

should not be disseminated without their previous consent. 
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1/ Stranding of Balaenoptera acutorostrata 

Location 

23°55'20.3"N 15°48'15.9"W 

Pointe de l'Or 

https://goo.gl/maps/QJoTuPMQ8nC8uKbS6 

Dakhla area 

 

Date 

22 January 2024 – 15h30 

 

Photos 

 

 

 
 

https://goo.gl/maps/QJoTuPMQ8nC8uKbS6
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2/ Stranding of Balaenoptera physalus - 17,60 meters 

Location 

34°15'59.1"N 6°40'27.2"W 

Chlihat beach in Kenitra 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/34%C2%B015'59.1%22N+6%C2%B040'27.2%22W/@34.2664185,-

6.6767826,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m4!3m3!8m2!3d34.2664185!4d-6.6742077?hl=fr&entry=ttu 

 

Date 

21 January 2024  

 
Photos 

 

 

 
 
Comments :  

Telenecropsy proceeded on 21 & 22 January by INRH experts with the assistance of Thierry Jauniaux & Etienne Levy

https://www.google.com/maps/place/34%C2%B015'59.1%22N+6%C2%B040'27.2%22W/@34.2664185,-6.6767826,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m4!3m3!8m2!3d34.2664185!4d-6.6742077?hl=fr&entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/34%C2%B015'59.1%22N+6%C2%B040'27.2%22W/@34.2664185,-6.6767826,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m4!3m3!8m2!3d34.2664185!4d-6.6742077?hl=fr&entry=ttu
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3/ Stranding of Balaenoptera physalus – Length: 23 meters 

Location 

Boujdour near Laayoune 

 

Date 

19 January 2024  

 

Photos 

 

 
 

 

Comments :  

INRH experts were not able to collect samples. Carcass was destroyed by national authorities. 
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4/ Stranding of Megaptera novaeangliae – Length: 8 meters 

 
Location 
22 33 12N- 016 22 43W 
South of the Bay of Cientra 
 
Date 
16 January 2024  
 
Photos 

 

 

 

 
 
Comments : INRH experts were not able to collect samples. Carcass was destroyed by national authorities. 
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5/ Stranding of Megaptera novaeangliae – 4,5 meters 

 

Location 

23°45'49.6"N 15°55'18.2"W 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/23%C2%B045'49.6%22N+15%C2%B055'18.2%22W/@23.7637768,-

15.9242906,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m4!3m3!8m2!3d23.7637768!4d-15.9217157?hl=fr&entry=ttu 

Oum Labouir beach in Dakhla 

 

Date 

7 January 2024  

 

Photos 

 

 

 
 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/23%C2%B045'49.6%22N+15%C2%B055'18.2%22W/@23.7637768,-15.9242906,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m4!3m3!8m2!3d23.7637768!4d-15.9217157?hl=fr&entry=ttu
https://www.google.com/maps/place/23%C2%B045'49.6%22N+15%C2%B055'18.2%22W/@23.7637768,-15.9242906,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m4!3m3!8m2!3d23.7637768!4d-15.9217157?hl=fr&entry=ttu
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ANNEX 4 

 

INSTITUT NATIONAL DE RECHERCHE 

HALIEUTIQUE 

Réf : 

C20240120 

 

 

Translation of the initial report in French 

Necropsy report 

 

General information: 

First report of the stranding: January 20, 2024 

First constatation by local stranding coordinator: January 21, 17.30  

Necropsy : January, 22 2024, 16 h 

Location : Chlihat/ Kenitra, 34°15'59.1"N 6°40'27.2"W 

Reported by : Brigade de la Gendarmerie Royale de l’environnement de Kenitra 

Species: fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus) 

Gender: Female 

Total length: 17,60 m 

Historic : 

On January 20 (17.30), a fin whale was observed stranded on Chlihat beach (Kenitra area, Morrocco, figure 

1). On January 21, a team of scientists of the l’Institut National de Recherche Halieutique (INRH) of 

Casablanca initiated the first steps of the intervention. The procedure was postponed up to January 22 for 

tidal and technical reasons. The intervention was reinforced by the presence of scientists including 

veterinarians of INRH of the aquatic animals pathology center of Tangier, allowing a partial necropsy of the 

whale. 

The Gendarmerie Royale and local authorities were responsible for security. For tidal and light reasons, the 

necropsy occurred between 16.00 and 18.00 (Figure 2). Remote distance necropsy (telenecropsy) was 

organized with experts of ACCOBAMS (ACCOBAMS telenecropsy project). 

 



ACCOBAMS-SC16/2024/Doc13 

52 

 

Figure 1 : Stranding place on the Moroccan Atlantic coast.  

 

 

Figure 2 : Local tidal and light condition. 

 

On site observations: 

The DCC was 3 with moderate bloating and skin peeling. 

The animal was emaciated with extended skin parasite infestation (picture 1). 

Cutaneous lacerations dorsally, laterally and on the caudal fluke. 

Presence of hematoma on the animal left side and on caudal fluke. 

Gastro-intestinal tract was empty of alimentary content with evidence of gastritis and enteritis. 

Kidney severely congested. 

The necropsy was limited for light and tidal reasons. Another reason was technical with limited availability 

of the heavy equipment. Those reasons and the post-mortem putrefaction process impaired the 

examination of the other organs. 

Sampling 
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Samples Conservation Analyse envisagée 

Parasite Ethanol 70°  

Skin Aluminium - 

Intestine Formol 10% Histology 

Stomach Formol 10% Histology 

Kidney Formol 10% Histology/Microbiology 

Heart Formol 10% HistologyFrozen 

Intestinal content Frozen - 

 

First resultats:  

- Kidney : Suspicion of Vibrio harveyi presence, should be confirmed. 

- Histology : under process. 

- Skin parasite Pennella pressumaly P. balaenopterae (photo 3). 

Acknowledgments : 

- Local authorities ; 

- Brigade de la Gendarmerie Royale de l’environnement of Kénitra, 

- ACCOBAMS Secretariat and experts 

- Local scientists (INRH, Casablanca, INRH-CSPAA,Tanger) 

Casablanca INRH  Imane Tai : Biologist 

Ahmed EL Asri :  Technician 

Rachid Errouagui : Technician 

Tanger INRH, Center for Aquatic 

Animals Pathology 

Abderrahim Chiaar : Veterinarian in charge of pathology 

Jamila Khribch : Veterinarian 

ChErkaoui Rachid : Microbiologist 

Jalila Lioubi : PhD student 

Chaimaa Rhattas : PhD student 

ACCOBAMS experts Thierry Jauniaux 

Etienne Levy 
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Picture 2 : green color of subcutaneous tissue and muscle 

 

 

 

Picture 3 : Pennella balaenopterae of the skin 

 

 


