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Additional Attachment (Details on Accomplishing the Cetacean- Human Interaction (HI) Protocol) 
 
 
I.  General Information 
 
Standard Length: The straight-line distance from 


the tip of the snout (rostrum) to the 
tip of the tail (notch of the flukes) 


 
Sex: Determined based on genital and mammary 


slits (refer to Fig. 1) 
   
 
Condition Code: Condition of animal at time of 


evaluation based on Table 1.  
 
II. Initial Observation 
    Obtained through actual observation or interview   
  
 
III. External Examination 
 
A. Skin Appearance 
    NORMAL, ABNORMAL (conditions not associated 


with decomposition such as lesions, sloughing, 
abrasions, etc.), or DECOMPOSED/ SCAVENGED 
(after death changes such as peeling, sunburn, or 
scavenger damage) 


 
B. Body Condition  
    EMACIATED (clearly thin, concave epaxial 


muscle, obvious neck, ribs, scapulae, hip bones, 
and/or vertebral processes); 


    NOT EMACIATED (robust or slightly thin, but not 
fitting the description of emaciated above), or 
CBD (could not be determined) 


 
 
 
 


 
             Table 1. Smithsonian Institution Animal Condition Codes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Codes Characteristics 


1: Live Animals Live 


2: Fresh  
   (Carcass in Good Condition) 


Normal appearance; usually with little scavenger 
damage; fresh odor; minimal drying and wrinkling of 
skin, eyes, or mucous membranes; eyes clear; 
carcass not bloated; tongue and penis not protruded; 
blubber firm, white, and semi-translucent; muscles 
firm, dark red, well-defined; blood cells intact, able to 
settle in a sample tube; serum unhemolyzed; viscera 
intact and well-defined (liver is a good indicator); gut 
contains little or no gas; brain firm with no 
discoloration, surface features distinct, easily 
removed intact. 


3: Fair  
   (Decomposed, but organs      


basically intact) 


Carcass intact, bloating evident (tongue and penis 
protruded) and skin cracked and sloughing; possible 
scavenger damage; characteristic mild odor; mucous 
membranes dry, eyes sunken or missing; blubber 
blood-tinged and oily; muscles soft and poorly 
defined; blood hemolyzed, uniformly dark red; 
viscera soft, friable, mottled, but still intact; gut 
distended by gas; brain soft, surface features intact, 
dark reddish cast, fragile but can usually be removed 
intact. 


4: Poor  
   (Advanced decomposition) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5: Mummified or Skeletal Remains 
 


Carcass may be intact, but collapsed; skin sloughing; 
epidermis may be entirely missing; often severe 
scavenger damage; strong odor; blubber soft, often 
with pockets of gas and pooled oil; muscles nearly 
liquefied and easily torn, falling easily off bones; 
blood thin and black; viscera often identifiable but 
friable, easily torn and difficult to dissect; gut gas-
filled; brain dark red, pudding-like consistency, and 
with gas pockets.  
 
Skin may be draped over skeletal remains; any 
remaining tissues are desiccated. 
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C. Mutilation 
    Intentional mutilation with instrument involves clean, smooth obvious straight line 


cuts.  Multiple parallel cuts often indicate propeller wounds and should be noted 
under HI lesions. 


 
D. Predation/Scavenger Damage 


Usually appears as multiple shallow circular scrape into the skin or appendages 
caused by scavenging animals such as fish, benthic organisms (amphipods), and 
gulls. 


 
E. Hemorrhaging/Bruising 


Body parts/areas that appear purplish, red and/or swollen.   Wounds obtained 
before death are associated with hemorrhage; those obtained after death are 
usually blanched (white) and not associated with hemorrhage. 


 
F.  Fishing Gear/Debris Present on Animal  


It is better if a representative specimen of fishing gear/debris is retained.  The 
name and contact information for material supervision is very useful for later 
reference. In case of fishing gear, it is often possible to identify the fishery 
responsible for an entangled marine mammal from only a fragment of net or line.  


 
G. HI Lesions 


These are any localized, abnormal structural change in body tissues that may be 
associated with human interactions including but not limited to: entanglement in 
fishing gears, collision with vessels, and damage by propellers, gaffs, etc. In 
some cases, gunshot animals are missed due to the variability of entry wounds 
and/or rapid healing.  If a fresh gunshot wound is suspected, it is possible to 
perform a careful internal examination by following the path of the wound into the 
body of the animal.  Care should be taken in opening the suspected wound site 
by probing with a blunt object to determine the penetration. Some indications are: 
hemorrhagic tissue and blood clots around projectile path, broken bones, and 
presence of bullet or its pieces.  In such cases, bullet specimen can be retained 
for future reference. 


 
For anatomical areas marked YES or CBD, check applicable columns: 


 
TYPE OF LESION 


 
 Impression-indentation on the skin. Impressions left by net or line 


usually wrap around the leading and/or trailing edges of a fin, flipper, or 


fluke. Impressions on the leading edge of an appendage may line up 
with a similar mark on the trailing edge. 


 Laceration- the skin is cut.  Net and line usually leave linear lacerations 
that may be evenly spaced along an appendage (indicating net) and 
may be accompanied by impressions. 


 Abrasions- Scrapes on the skin.  Often occurs with heavy line or twine 
entanglement or when loose of trailing ends of gear/debris rub (abrade) 
parts of the body. 


 
ORIGIN OF LESION (Check all that apply) 


 


 Line - Large in diameter with many individual strands (multifilament). 


 Twine- Small in diameter and can be multi- or monofilament 


 Monofilament twine- leaves a single, straight, narrow 
impression or laceration. 


 Multifilament line or twine- leaves a series of parallel, angled 
line, or oval impressions; can cause abrasions. 


 Net- often characterized by a criss-cross pattern or a 
bunching of impressions with or without known marks 
evident where lines intersect.  Nets made of monofilament 
may leave multiple impressions or lacerations, but each 
lesion is a straight furrow. 


 
If the lesion was not from a line, net, or twine, check the appropriate 
box to indicate the source: 


 
 Propellers – deep, roughly parallel lacerations.  Lesions can be straight 


(Fig. 2A), S-shaped (Fig.2B), curved (Fig.2C), or open in the middle 
with thin trails.  Large vessels may bisect an animal. 


 Other- origins of lesions may include gunshot, gaff (spear), dredge, and 
debris. 


 If unsure of the origin of the lesion(s), check the CBD column.  


 
If any lesion is found in an area not listed in the table, add the area in 
the last row and complete the table as explained above.   


 
 
IV. Internal Examination 
 


The importance of this lies on the fact that some forms of interaction (e.g. 
ingestion of debris or gear) are only evident through internal exam.  Also final 
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interpretation may change if an animal with external evidence of HI is found to 
be suffering from disease. 


 


A. Sub-dermal Hemorrhaging/Bruising 
Sub-dermal body parts/areas that appear purplish, red and/or swollen. Blunt 
trauma is considered if it is not associated with a penetrating wound.   Extent 
may involve tissue depth (e.g. subdermal to blubber, into muscle, through 
muscle, and into mesenteries and organs). 


 
B.  Broken Bones 


Fractures and/or disarticulated joints. In the case of small cetaceans, fractures 
often occur in the ribs/skull. Careful evaluation must be done as bones can be 
broken during handling of the animal, especially after death. Also, some broken 
bones are not of recent origin: signs of healing in a fracture, such as fibrous 
connections between bone fragments might be an indicator of this. Recent 
fractures are always associated with hemorrhage. 


 
C.  Lungs and Bronchi Contents 


Contents (froth, fluid, or air) may be seen by opening the trachea and main 
bronchi in the lungs.  Open the trachea and main bronchi in each lung and 
describe the contents (froth, fluid, or air). Froth may be white, yellow, or blood-
tinged. Fluid and froth are often found together. Death by hypoxia (oxygen 
depletion) is often associated with swollen lungs that appear wet and heavy. 


 
D.  Stomach Contents 


Examination of stomach contents may give clues on the cause of death of the 
animal.  For example, a full stomach, containing intact or partially digested prey, 
may be indicative of an animal that was in good health and died a traumatic 
death resulting from HI. Likewise, the presence of debris/gear may indicate 
possible involvement of these materials to health-related conditions 


 
 


V. FINAL EVALUATION OF HUMAN INTERACTION (HI) 
 
A. Signs of human interaction observed  


This is based solely on observations from the performance of the protocol and 
does not take into account the animal’s physical condition and the timing of the 
human interaction with respect to the stranding or circumstances surrounding 
the stranding. 


 
B. Stranding event history/circumstances 


This provides information about the event or circumstances surrounding the event 
that would be helpful in determining the HI diagnosis (i.e. fishing, dredging, oil 
spill, unusual mortality event, previous sightings of animal, unusual behavior prior 
to stranding, etc.).   


 
C. Final human interaction evaluation 


If YES is checked under A, this section must be accomplished.  A reliability 
estimate for the likelihood that human activities caused a stranding will be 
provided based on the scale below. The higher the number, the more confident 
is the examiner that the stranding is a result of HI.   
 
 
 
 
 


 
E.  Gross Pathology 


 All major organs may be examined for lesions (interior or exterior), parasites, 
discoloration, and unusual size enlargement or reduction. Samples of parasites 
may be fixed with formalin (10: ratio of fixative to parasite) for identification and 
further diagnosis.  


 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


0.CBD. Cannot provide an evaluation of the likelihood that human  
interaction   caused the stranding. 


1.Improbable.    Unlikely that the stranding was caused by human interaction. 
2.Uncertain.       Possible that the stranding was caused by human interaction, but     


uncertain. 
3.Probable.        Very likely that the stranding was caused by human interaction. 
4.Certain.           Confident that the stranding was caused by human interaction. 
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FIGURES 
 
 
 


 
Fig.1. External body parts of cetaceans showing the differences between  


toothed (Odontoceti) and baleen (Mysticeti) individuals and between 
genders (Geraci and Lounsbury, 2005). 


 
 
 
 


 
 
 


 
Fig. 2.  Sample types of propeller lesions left by different styles and sizes of 


propeller: A) straight; B) S-shaped; C) curved. (Geraci and Lounsbury, 
2005). 
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