
European stranding networks as a tool for 
monitoring marine mammal populations (Part I): 
towards optimising the functioning of networks

Marie A.C. Petitguyot, Andrea Fariñas-Bermejo, Andrew Brownlow, Markus P. Ahola, Elena 
A ́lvarez Neches, Manuel Arbelo, Matthieu Authier, Ramón Balsera Riesgo, Simon Berrow, Arne Bjørge, 
Jens Brackmann, Sophie Brasseur, Gilberto Carreira, Linnea Cervin, Cristina Claver, Pablo Covelo, Jose 

Luis Crespo-Picazo, Willy Dabin, Michael Dähne, Nicholas J. Davison, Rob Deaville, Mariel T.I. ten
Doeschate, Mariano Domingo A ́lvarez, Fernando Escribano Cánovas, Peter G.H. Evans, Manena Fayos
Martínez, Antonio Fernández, Ruth Fernández, Carolina Fernández-Maldonado, Luís Freitas, Anders 
Galatius, A ́lvaro García de los Ríos, Lucia Garrido Sánchez, Machteld I.M. Geut, Anita Gilles, Patricia 

Gozalbes Aparicio, Miguel Grilo, Jan Haelters, Sverrir Daníel Halldórsson, Thea Hamm, Jarco
Havermans, Lonneke L. IJsseldijk, David Jacinto, Mart Jussi, Pepijn Kamminga, Tim Ka ̊re Jensen, 

Ailbhe Sarah Kavanagh, Guido Keijl, Mardik Leopold, Alfredo López, Ana Marc ̧alo, Nuno Marques, Jose 
Antonio Martínez Cedeira, Bjarni Mikkelsen, Joana Miodonski, Juana Maria Monasterio Iglesias, Jose 
Eugenio Montes Gómez, Aleksija Neimanis, Francisco Neves, Sofia I. Pardal, Iwona Pawliczka, Ignacio 
Peña Pascucci, Heidi Huus Petersen, Maris Plikshs, Raquel Puig-Lozano, Juan Antonio Raga, Joana I. 

Robalo, Anna Roos, Leire Ruiz Sancho, Camilo Saavedra, Guðjón Már Sigurðsson, Susana Simião, 
Antonia Solomando Marti, Jasmine Stavenow Jerremalm, Ole Stejskal, Vaida Survilienė, Charlotte Bie 

Thøstesen, Jaap van der Hiele, Jesús Varas, Hans Verdaat, Dylan Verheul, Gisli Arnór Víkingsson, 
Juanjo Villalón, Rosie S. Williams, Johnny Woodlock, Graham John Pierce

88 co-authors



1. Background and Objectives

The study of  stranded animals is a valuable aid to monitoring marine mammals globally, 
incl. threats such as bycatch

However, the utility of  strandings data depends on their quality and representativeness, 
which is affected by various biological, physical, social and economic factors

What are the limitations in the data collected and how can we facilitate correcting for or even eliminating them 

(1) Assess the role that stranding networks currently play in monitoring marine mammal populations in Europe

(2) Identify what improvements can be made to help the networks achieve their potential as a monitoring tool, especially in 
relation to bycatch mortality but also to determine the conservation status of marine mammal populations and the impacts of 
other threats
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Expert consultation, based on a questionnaire was initiated in 2021 
under the auspices of the ICES Working Group on Marine Mammal 

Ecology (WGMME)

Directed at countries with Northeast Atlantic coastlines and adjacent coasts 
(incl. networks which operate along the Mediterranean coasts of Spain and 

France, and in the Spanish and Portuguese Macaronesian islands)

Questionnaire first explored the organisation, activities and capacities 

of the networks, before focusing on bycatch-specific information

2. Material and methods
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Six sections, 40 questions

1) Organisation of the networks (including the type of organisation, staffing, funding, limitations); 

2) Procedures involved in attending strandings of live and dead animals (e.g. reporting system, decision-making 

process, search effort and changes over time); 

3) General information about stranded marine mammals (e.g. species composition, number of strandings per year, numbers of live and dead animals); 

4) Types of data and samples collected (e.g. teeth for age determination, photographic documentation, gonads for maturity state determination); 

5) Nature and frequency of necropsies (e.g. proportion of animals necropsied, protocols followed, determination of causes of death); 

6) Incidence of bycatch mortality (e.g. frequency, trends, and information collected from collaboration with fishers)

2. Material and methods
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3. Results
v 45 organisations from 19 countries
v 12 countries with at least one active stranding network

v Majority created in the 1990s
v Effort over time mainly stable
v Biodiversity data representative of  the large-scale species distribution patterns of  marine 

mammals in Europe 
v Info on trends and patterns obtained

v Geographical variations in terms of:
- Organisation of  networks
- Type of  funding (public fund, voluntary work and donations)
- Availability of  data 
- Type of  constraints to carry activities
- Numbers of  strandings and in numbers of  necrospies carried out
- Type of  data and samples collected and types of  analysis performed
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3. Results
Common dolphins

v 26 organisations reported strandings of  common dolphins

v Patterns and trends
- Increase in strandings over time (France and Ireland)
- Increase in strandings during the summer months (countries around the Bay

of  Biscay and Iberian coasts)
- Shifts in distribution of  strandings (UK - could reflect responses to climate

change; see Wiliamson et al., 2021)
- MSE (Galicia, Ireland)

v Interactions with fisheries
- Higher prevalence of  bycatch during winter months (SW England, Ireland, 

French Bay of  Biscay, western Galicia)
- Increase in bycatch over time (France, Galicia)
- Gear type identified (bottom gillnets Galicia, trawlers UK, entanglement

oyster farms France)
- Tagging of  carcasses (France, Spain and UK)
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4. Discussion
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1. Increase spatial coverage

2. Ensure data credibility and quality

3. Strengthen seal stranding monitoring

4. Coordinate at the national level

5. Secure stable and sufficient funding

6. Continue standardizing and harmonizing data and sample collection

7. Increase emphasis on necropsies and analysis of  data and samples

8. Recognize the value of  strandings in advanced states of  decomposition

9. Promote the availability and dissemination of  results

10. Streamline data reporting

Recommendations
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5. Conclusions

Stranding networks are an important tool to monitor marine mammals in Europe, providing extensive spatio-temporal coverage
and generating information that has contributed to shaping our knowledge of  marine mammal populations for several decades

Performing with the resources currently at their disposal

Further effort is required to optimize their functioning and monitoring role
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mpetitguyot@iim.csic.es
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION
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