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Exec Btuimmar y

Many species of marine mammals utilize Virginia waters, ranging froroaimenonlyobserved
bottlenose dolphin to large baleen whales, such asniti@ngezd North Atlantic right whale.

While all marine mammal species are protected under the federal Marine Mammal Protection
Act, state and federally listespeciegeceive additiongbrotectionunder the Virginia antUnited
States€Endangered Speciests, respectively.

Marine mammals areighly mobile marine megaertebrateshatdo not spend thentirety of

their lives in Virginia watersSome speciesuch agheharbor sealonly occur instatewaters

from late fall to early spring while others may quickly pass through during their northern and
southern migrations. Although bottlenose dolphins are presenty@ad, their local distribution
and abundance is variable and largely driven by watepératures and prey availability.
Regardless of the season, at least one marine mammal species is present in Virginia waters
throughout the annual cycle

Threats to marine mammals in Virginia waters are consistent with those throughout-the mid
Atlantic region. Marine mammal injuries and mortality are primarily attributehtbropogenic
activities includinginteractions wittcommercial and recreational fishing gead vessel strikes.
Non-lethal compounding stressors may atempromi® animals, making them more susceptible
to diseas@nd parasitesThese stressors include low levels of contaminaoisr water quality
stemning from various types of pollian, harmful algal bloomsand disruptive human activities
such asnarine constructiorharassment from recreational boatargjin-watermilitary training
exercises

The high diversity of species in Virginia and elevated conservation statusdteeand federally
threatened or endangered) of some of these species makes the conservation and management of
marine mammals and their habitats especially important in the Commonvigzaittuse marine

mammals occupy wide geographic ranges and exhibit seasonal distribution glattergeout

their rangeseffective conservation cannot be carried out by a single emityequires

coordinated effortef multiple state, fedetanongovernmentabnd international partner§he

overarching goal of this Plan is to enhance the survival and conserve the halnitats ef

mammaldgn Virginia in a manner thatomplementsegional and federal management and

conservation effortsThePlartd s Conser vat i on thidegoalsantderwheh f ocuses
strategiesactions entities and timelines ar@lentified anddescribedandinclude

Goal 1: Maintain a permanent and effectiarine Mammal Stranding Network
Virginia.

Goal 2:1dentify, assessand mitigate risks tamarine mammabopulations and habitats in
Virginia through coseffective monitoring, research, and best practices.

Goal 3 Promotemarine mammatonservation in Virginia through social marketing and
information dissemination.

As the agency responsible for conservation and management of protected species, the Virginia
Department of Wildlife Resourcés responsible for developing state conservation plans.
Coordination and communicatidretweertheVirginia Department of Wildlife Resourcesd

the Virginia Marine Resources Commission, the two state agencies responsible for managing
protected marine species in the Commonwealting withthe National Oceanic and

Atmospheric Administration National Marine Fisheries Serdicd theUnited Statesish and
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Wildlife Service,the two federal agencies which oversiee protection and management of
marine mammalst the federal levels a key aspect eharine mammatonservation in Virginia.
Thesuccessful implementation of most of the conservation strategies and actions identified in
this Plan rely heavily on the cooperation of many other collaborating agencies, organizations,
and partners. Singearine mammatonservation fundamentallyvolves human beings, the

most successful conservation actions will beséhaligned with the values, wellbeing, and
perspectives of people whall beaskedo supporiandor adopt many othese actionfor the
benefit of marine mammals

This Plan was developed in concert with the 2824 TurtleConservation Plarand many of its
strategies and actions are similar to those identifiechBoine mammalsThe coordination and
implementation of related efforts outlined in both plans should be executed in a way that
maximizes limited statand federatesources and provides the greatest conservation benefits for
bothmarine taxalastly, the sea turtle and marine mammal conservation pldhserve as
appendtesto the 2025 Virginia Wildlife Action and th2025Virginia Ocean Plajboth of

which are currently under developmeandwill helpensure that sea turtle and marine mammal
conservatiorwill be incorporated intdhe Commonwvealthd s  f wildlife anel oceamesources
management priorities.

|l ntroducti on
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Background

Marine mammals are distributésroughout the globaharineecosystemLike other mammals,

they are warnblooded, breathe air, have hair (sobmefly at birth), and nurse their young.

There are four groups of marine mammals: cetaceans (whales, dolphins, and porpoises)
pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and walrus&snians (manatees and dugongsyd marine

fissipeds (polar bears and sea otters). Cetaceans and sirenians spend the entirety of their lives in
the water, while pinnipeds and marine fissipeds spend their lives both on land and in the water.

Over 30 species of marine mamnsateandfederale been d
watersanddiffer in form, lifestyle, and habitat requiremenlso me s peci es ® presenc
while other species are strictly transitory. Only bottlenose dolphins are present in Virginia year

round. Some species primarily utilize inshore aedrshoravaters while others only occur in

deep offshore water$he bottlenose dolphirT(rsiopssp.) is the mostommonlyobserved

marine mammal in Virginia wateendtypically comprissover half of thestt e 6s annu al
strandings (VAQSunpublished dataOctober2023). Othefrequently observedetacean species

include the harbor porpoigPhocena phocoenashortbeaked common dolphiielphinus

delphig, and baleen whales such as the humpback wkkdgaptera novaeanglid@and North

Atlantic right whale(Eubalaena glacialis Other norcetacean species utilize Virginia waters as

well, such as &rborseas (Phoca vituling andFlorida manateesT(ichechus manatus

latirostris).

Severalmarine mammal specid¢atutilize Virginia watersarelisted asendangeredr
threatenedinder the VirginiaandUnited States (UStndangered Specidscts Moreover,

waters alongheentireUS Atlantic coast wreidentified asa high-risk hotspofor over20

specieof marine mammalbecause ofheir exposure t@anthropogenithreats (Avilaet al.

2018).All marine mammals are protected underfdderalMarine Mammal Protection Act

(MMPA), and Virginia state laws also protect all wildlife, including state and federally listed
speciesTo better conserve and manajemarine mammal speciespordinatedstate and

federal conservation strategies have been suggested by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Admini strationdés (NOAA) National Marine Fishe
Fisheries) and the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFW8&marine mammatonservabn

plan for Virginiais designedo conserve and manage marine mammals in atadesurrounding
federalwaters. Tle Virginia Marine Mammal Conservation Plan (Planfompasseall of
Virginiads fronmtBelcaasta bays éanvdedrofsthe barrier islands the fall line

where the Atlanticoastalplain and thePiedmontPlateauconvergeghereafter referred to as
inshorewatersT he Pl ands c o v d&ateaaees thatlexdend fronm thel Atladtie s
OceanshorelineandCOLREG demarcation lin® three miles offshorghereafter referred to as
nearshore watersederal waters that extend frahree miles offshorto the edge of theuter
continental shelhereafter referred to as offshore watens)l federal waters that extend beyond

the shelf break (hereafter referred to as pelagtensplastly, this Plan also encompasses
terrestrial seal hatdut sitesand manatee freshwater habitats

The Virginia Marine Mammal Conservation Plan will serve as an appendix B#%eVirgina
Wildlife Action Plan and the Virgina Ocean Plavhich iscurrently in prepration

Regul anMaamagement of Marine Mar
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Fedd@dmgainci es and Regul ations

All marine mammals are federally protected under the Marine Marmétction ACMMPA)

of 1972, as amended, making it illegal to At a
parts in the US. Two federal entities are responsible for implementing marine mammal

protection under the MMPA: NOAA Fisheries which oversees protection of wilalgs$ins,

porpoises, seals, and sea lions, and the US#iEh oversees protection of manatees, polar

bears, walruses, and sea otters. Other marine vertebrate speciesr@rimenaquatic and

terrestrial mammals are not covered urtierMMPA.

Some marine mammal species receive additional protection under the Endangered Species Act of
1973(federal ESA) as amended, and the Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wildlife Flora and Fauna (CITES). The ESA is not specific to marine mammals and
only provides protections to species deemed threatened or endangered. CITES is an international
agreement between governments enacted to ensure international trade of animals and plants is
legal, traceable, sustainable, and does not thrélager survival in the wild. CITES is also not

specific to marine mammals but provides protection to species deemed threatened or endangered
in the US. Species may be listed under one of three appendices according to their conservation
status, which desiates how much, if any, trade is permitted. Those species listed in Appendix |
receive the most protection; those listed in Appendix Il receive the least protection (CITES

2019). For example, harbor seals are not listed as threatened or endangerdteub8Ardand

are not currently regulated under CITES but are still federally protected under the MMPA. North
Atlantic right whales, on the other hand, are endangered under the ESA, a CITES Appendix |
species, and federally protected under the MMPA.

Feder al Endangered Species Act (ES
In 1973, Congress passed the federal ESA (16 U.S.C. 1531 et. seq.), which enhanced federal
abilities to protect endangered species and develop measures for their recovery. The federal ESA
offers endangered and threatened species comprehensive proteatiomrastered jointly by

the USFWS and NOAA Fisheries. The USFWS has authority over terrestrial and freshwater fish,
wildlife, plants, and insects, while NOAA Fisheries has authority over marine and anadromous
fish and wildlife. Section 4 of the federal Eprovides for the listing and recovery planning

process, including the determination of critical habitat and the issuance of regulations deemed
necessary ahadvisable to further the conservation and recovery of listed species. Section 6

allows for the establishment of cooperative agreements with states that give state fish and

wildlife agencies shared authority over the recovery and conservation of fedistatlyspecies

within state boundaries (see below). Federplymitted -funded, or-conducted amns known

to impact federally listed marine mammals, such as dredging amdter military training

activities, are addressed under Section 7 through incidental take statements for intergovernmental
consultation. Section 10 provides for the developrmé&htbitat conservation plans and

incidental take permits for nefiederal actions thahay impacilisted species, such as state

commercial fishery operations.

During each reauthorization of the federal ESA, amendments have been added which reflect the
experience and knowledge gained in administering its provisions. The 1978 amendments
required the USFWS and NOAA Fisheries to develop and implement recoverygslapscies

under their jurisdictios Between 1991 and 2020, recovery plans were completed for all

federally listedNorthwest Atlantic large whales: the North Atlantic right whale (NOAA

Fisheries 1994, 2005), humpback whale (NOAA Fisheries 189Dblue whale Baleanoptera
musculusNOAA Fisheries 1998, 2020), fin whalBgleanoptera physaludlOAA Fisheries
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2010a), sei whaleBaleanoptera borealifNOAA Fisheries 2011), and sperm whaRhyseter
macrocephalusNOAA Fisheries 2010b). Recent fayear status reviews were completed for the
sperm whale (2015), fin whale (2019), blue whale (2020), sei whale (2021), and North Atlantic
right whale (2022). Following the 2015 fiyear humpback whale status review, @Gdf of

Maine stock of humpback whalake primary stock present in Virginia waters (Bagtal.

2002) was delisted in 2016 and no longer receives protection under the ESA. In addition to the
above large whales, the West Indian manatee is currently listed as threatened under the ESA
following its reclassification from endangered in 2017 (82 FR 16668¢ti#fign to reclassify

them as endangered in 2022 was found to be warranted and triggered a status review (88 FR
70634).I1n January 2025hk review resulted in a proposed ruleséparate the Floridaanatee
subpopulation from the Caribbean subpagioh (Antillean manatee) and to keep threatened
status for Forida mamtees, which are found in Virgnia, and Ist the Antillean manatee as
endangere@®@0 FR 3131)A final ruling on the proposed rule will likely be available in late 2025
or the first half of 2026.

Feder al Mari ne Mammall Protection
The MMPA was enacted on October 21, 1972, asthblished a national policy to prevent

marine mammal species and population stocks from declining beyond the point where they
ceased to be significant functioning elements of the ecosystems of which tlaeyaateThe

MMPA pr ohi bi t gnarindneamifialsakdiemacisoa moratorium on the import,

export, and sale of any marine mammal, along with any marine mammal part or product, within
theUS. Under th&MPA, fit ake 0 means At il loratem® ® harabsy nt
hunt, capture, or (16U.5.LC81862(13) MeMMRAgoestamimmal 0
define fAhar ass ment Qincluding thesgendral BefirtioharAssnmeBt@2he 1 8 )
context of military readiness activignd scientific research, afelels of harassment

A

C a

Harassment generally means fAany act of pursui

potential to injure a marine mammal in the wild; or (ii) has the potential to disturb a marine
mammal or marine mammal stock by causing disruption of behavioral gaitestuding, but

not | imited to, migration, breatwUBg., nur si
81362(18)(A). NOAA Fisheries, USFWS, and the Marine Mammal Commission (MMC) share
responsibility for implementing the MMPAhe MMC provides independent, sciefased

oversight of domestic and international policies and actions of federal agencies addressing
human impacts on marine mammals and their ecosystems. To increase the effectiveness of
implementing the MMPA, NOAA Fishiges can partner with state law enforcement (LE)

agencies through Joint Enforcement Agreements (JEA) to perform LE services tlwat supp
federal regulationdNOAA Fisheries 203).

The MMPA mandates marine mammal management and conservation by previding
assessmemeports(SARs) on marine mammals that reside @whters(16 U.S.C 8§

138.Each species is divided into one or many
group of individuals of the same species or smaller taxa in a common spatial arrangement that
interboreed when matue S ARs i n c | uodpopuiatior tieenmdsn enihimuonrpopulation
estimates, geographic ranges, status of the dkutkntial Biological Remov{PBR),

anthropogenic mortalities, and other sources of mort&lBR represents an estimate lod t

maximum number of animals, not including natural mortalities, that may be removed from a
marine mammal stock while allowing that stock to reach or maintain its optimum sustainable
popul ati on ( OS P )the m&iBr&n riureberdbfeahimats endt ineluslingfatural
mortalities, that may be removed from a marine mammal stock while allowing that stock to reach
or maintain its optimum sustainable populafioh6(U.S.C.8 1362(20). PBR is calculated as a
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https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/marine-mammal-protection/marine-mammal-stock-assessments
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/marine-mammal-protection/marine-mammal-stock-assessments
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/laws-and-policies/glossary-marine-mammal-protection-act

product of the estimated minimum population size, half of the maximum theoretical or estimated
productivity rate, and a recovery fact@6(U.S.C.8 1362(20); Wade and Angliss 1997). The

default maximum productivity rate used for cetaceans is 0.04. The recovery factor ranges
between 0.1 and 1.0 depending on the speciesbo
SAR, stocks are designated as Strategic Stdakne of the following criteria is met: 1) listed as
endangered or threatened under the E5Aleclining and likely to be listed under the EQ\

considered depleted under the MMPA (below Q®P)) exposed to direct anthropogenic

mortality exceeding calculated PBRARsare reviewed annually for strategic stocks and every

three years (or as significant new information is obtained) forstrategic stocks.

The MMPA allows for exemptions of Atakedo by ¢
Fi s h eMarine Bl@mmal Authorization PrograMMAP). The MMAP categorizes fisheries

into one of three categories. For all Category 1 and 2 fish&slkers must obtain a marine

mammal authorization certificate each year from NOAA Fisheries or its designated agent, which
legally authorizes fishers to incidentally take a marine mammal. Takes are tracked through the
FisheriedObserver Program. In addition, all fishers, irrespective of the category of their fishery,
are required to report every incidental death or injury that results from commercial fishing
operations within 48 hours of the eveWihen fisheryrelated mortality of a species or stock

exceed PBR, al'ake Reduction TealfTRT) is established to create a Take Reduction Plan to
reduce incidental mortality or serious injury from commercial fishing. A species or stock does
not have to be listed under the ESA to warrant the formation of a TRT. When a TRT is formed,
NOAA Fisheres reaches out to states with populations of the affected stock/species for
representation on the Team. In Virginia, staff from the Virginia Marine Resources Commission
(MRC) serve on TRTSs to represent Virginia fisheries and fish management concerns.

The MMPA was amended in 1981, 198288 and 1994. The 1994 amendment dictated the
creation of thévlarine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Pro¢tény.S.C 8§ 1421 and
theUnusual Mortality Event Working Grou@d6 U.S.C8 1421¢. The termiunusual mortality
evend means a stranding that (A) is unexpected; (B) involves a significanffdié any marine
mammal population; and (C) demands immediate resgdgse.S.C. 8 1421h (9) The criteria
used to determinand/or declare annusual mortality everare(71 FR 75239:

1) A marked increase in the magnitude or a marked change in the nature of morbidity,
mortality or strandings when compared with prior records.

2) A temporal change imorbidity, mortality or strandings is occurring.

3) A spatial change in morbidity, mortality or strandings is occurring.

4) The species, age, or sex composition of the affected animals is different than that of
animals that are normally affected.

5) Affected animals exhibit similar or unusual pathologic findings, behavior patterns,
clinical signs, or general physical conditiand.blubber thickness).

6) Potentially significant morbidity, mortality or stranding is observed in species, stocks or
populations that are particularly vulneraldeg(listed as depleted, threatened or
endangered or declining). For example, stranding of three or four right whales may be
cause for great concern, whereas stranding of a similar number of fin whales may not.

7) Morbidity is observed concurrent with or as part of an unexplained continual decline of a
marine mammal population, stock, or species.

Virginia has been included tenmarine mammal UMEs sin@904involving a variety of
dolphirs, seals, and baleen whales.
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USFWS and NOAA Fisheries Section 6

Section 6 of the federal ESA provides a mechanism for cooperation between states, and NOAA
Fisheries and the USFWS, the two federal agencies responsible for overseeing the conservation
and recovery of federally threatened, endangered, and candidate specieaaspeaties

undergoing review for their status under the federal ESA. Useldion 6, NOAA Fisheries and
USFWS are authorized to enter into agreements with any state that establishes and maintains an
Aadequate and act i v dohofendangered and threatened dpeciesc @noes e r v
a state enters into a cooperative agreement, NOAA Fisheries and USFWS are then authorized to
assist in and provide federal funding for implementation of the state's conservation program. The
Virginia Departmenof Wildlife Resources (DWR) entered into a cooperative agreement with

the USFWS in 1976 and signed a cooperative agreement with NOAA Fisheries in 2009. These
agreements remain in effed@the USFWS cooperative agreement does not include authorization

to respond independently to manatee events. Manatee management is authorized-bg-a case
case basis with the USFWS Manatee Coordinator.

Vi r gAgneinaci es and Regul ati ons

Two natural resource agenciesvinginia have authority over federally listed sea turtles, marine
mammal s, and marine fishes (hereafter coll ect
the Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) and the Virginia Marine Resources

Commissim (MRC). The DWR is charged with the management of all wildlife and inland fish in

the Commonwealtf8829.1-103(11)and29.1-109(A) of theCode of Virginig. The Virginia

Endangered Species Act (Virginia ESg8 29.1-5631 5700f theCode of Virginid confersthe

DWR the authority to adopt the federal list of endangered and threatened §pE68i6s566 of

the Code of Virginig; to list additional species as endangered or threatened in the

CommonwealtH{id.); to manage and protect those species througho@dhenonwealti{88

29.1-564, -566 -567, -568 -569and-570of theCode ofVirginia); andfito prohibit by regulation

the taking, transportation, processing, sale, or offer for sale within the Commonwealth of any
threatened or endang e (824d1566pfeaheCodesof Vrdinid.fVias h or w
the DWROs Section 6 cooperative agreement wit
protection and management of species listed by the Secretary of Interior under the federal ESA.

The DWR's Nongame and Endangered Species Prodwamnatics Division, Wildlife Division,

and Law Enforcement Division are primarily responsible for program development and

i mpl ement ation regarding protection and manag
inland fish, including endangered or threatened spgitiasoccur throughout the

Commonweal thés | ands and jurisdictional water

The MRCO0s geographic jurisdiction includes #nt
the fall line of all tidal rivers and streams . . . where jurisdiction extends throughout the

Commo n w €28.2101 of theCode of Virginia. The MRC has fjurisdict
commercial fishing and all marine fish, marine shellfish, marine organisms, and habitat in such

a r e (&dy hisauthorityincludes marine mammals and their prey bgkBs|t has the

authority todevelop and enforce fishery regulations pertaining to the protection and conservation

of state and federally protected marine spe@€28.2201 and-106 of theCode of Virginig.

However,the agencys not responsible for developing or enacting state threatened and

endangered species laws or regulations and draws no authority from the Virginia or federal ESA.
The MRC has regulatory jurisdiction over activities affecting stataed bottomlands in tidal

waters only (888.21200 12090f theCode of Virginia. The MRC has authority over all

commercial fishing activities within its jurisdiction and regulates the take of marine finfish and
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https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title29.1/chapter1/section29.1-103/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title29.1/chapter1/section29.1-109/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacodefull/title29.1/chapter5/article6/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title29.1/chapter5/section29.1-566/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title29.1/chapter5/section29.1-564/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/29.1-566/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title29.1/chapter5/section29.1-567/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/29.1-568/
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https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title29.1/chapter5/section29.1-570/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title29.1/chapter5/section29.1-566/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title28.2/chapter1/section28.2-101/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title28.2/chapter1/section28.2-101/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title28.2/chapter1/section28.2-106/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacodefull/title28.2/chapter12/

shell fish in Vi§2§2200 2d4o6theCddalo Virginidalttisealsas ( A
responsible for establishing finfish and shellfish seasons, size, and possession limits, species
specific landings, harvest quotas, and harvest size restricti@®sZ801 of the Code of

Virginia). The Code of Virginia authorizes the MRC to promulgate regulations that conserve and
promote the seafood and marine resources of the Commonweag(Z)1 of the Codeof

Virginia), establish and limit licensesl,, collect fisheries statistics &.2-204 of theCode of
Virginia), and prepare fishery management plans2@8& 201, -203and-203.10of theCode of
Virginia). TheMRC's FisheriesHabitat and Marine Policdivisionsare responsible for
development and implementation of programs that carry out these mandates.

The DWRConservatiorPolice Officers and MRQMarinePolice Officers share some of the

same powers: each is vested with the authority to enforce the criminal laws of the
Commonwealth. As it is a criminaffenseto violate the provisions of the Virginia ESA8 29.1-

567 of theCode of Virginid, the Conservation Police and the Marit@icehave equal authority

to enforce the Commonweal thdés endangered spec
enforcement agreements with NOAA Fisheries and the USFVéBliegMarinePolice Officers

to collaborate with their federal counterparts on protected species investigations, patrols,
inspections, warrants, and arre3ise MRC has a Joint Enforcement AgreemgHEA) with

NOAA Fisheries for MMPA enforcement, including assisting with marine mammal stranding
events. The DWR has a standing law enforcement agreement with the USFWS that allows
ConservatiorPolice Officers to serve aBeputyUSFWSSpecial Agents and conduct

investigations both kstate and across state lines when violatiorfeddral wildlife laws have

been committedrinally, the MRC Marine Police receive annual funding from NOAA Fisheries

to assist with sea turtle and marine mammal stranding response and fishery management in the
Commonwealth througits JEA with NOAA Fisheries.

Anotherstateentity, the Virginia Institute of Marine Science (VIMS), has conservation
responsibilities as well, but has no authority to enact or enforce state regulations. VIMS is
specifically mandated to serve the state in matters of marine research and has marine
conservéon duties (88.211000f theCode of Virginid. VIMS has a thre@art mission: to

conduct interdisciplinary research in coastal and estuarine science; to educate students and
citizens; and to provide advisory service to policy makers, industry, and the public
(https://www.vims.edu/about/index.php VI MS& duties include advi si
technical/scientific assistance, and conducting research for the MRC, federal agencies, and other
public and private groups on the conservation and management of marine, coasisti,amae
resources (88.211000f theCode of Virginia. Research at VIMS extends from inland

watersheds to the open ocean and is conducted by teams of scientists with diverse expertise in
areas such abke following:plankton and nutrient dynamicshoreline and wetlands processes
fisheries ecology and stock assessnistieries gear engineering and bycatafpuaculturg
geneticsimmunology toxicology;, biological, chemical, and physical oceanogram@guatic
diseasescomputational modelingand marine geological processes.

The Virginia Coastal Zone Management Program (CZM), a network program led by Virginia
Department of Environmental Qualiti)EQ), has a role in managing coastal and marine
resources as a coastal program authorized by the Coastal Zone Management Act (CZMA) of
1972 (16 U.S.C. 88 1451465). Virginia CZM provides coordination, capacity, and funding
(through annual grants from NOAA) smupport projects that advance program goals which
include protecting and restoring coastal and ocean resources, habitateaes cipthe
Commonwealth. Additionally, under Section 307 of the CZMA, federal actions including federal
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permits that affect a state's coastal resources or uses must be consistent with the enforceable
policies of the state's federally approved co
Environmental Impact Review coordinates federal consistency reviewsdrdaace with the

CZMA. Where federal actions or projects requiring federal licenses/permits have the potential to
impact marine mammals and other marine species, DEQ coordinates with DWR, MRC, and

other state resources agencies to ensure actions are ¢oesnt wi t h t he pr ogr am¢
enforceable policies. This process provides an important avenue for state agencies to propose
avoidance and mitigation measures during the project development process.

Virginia ESA

Virgi ni(88%1568-SAoftheCode of Virginig, administered by the DWR, provides
for adoption of the federal endangered and threatendigtiisy at the state leveld., and
protection of those species in the st&tgrther protective legislation for ne@ndangered species
is found in Sectin 29.1-521 of theCode of Virginia which provides for the protection of
wildlife in general. The DWR Executive Office units, along with the following divisions, are
responsible for program development and implementation: Wildlife, Fisheries, Law
Enforcement, Outreach, Plannjra;nd Finance.

Virginiaobs Wildlife Action Pl an
On November 5, 2001, President Bush signed the Department of the Interior and Related
Agencies Appropriations Act, 2002, which created the State Wildlife Grants (SWG) program. As
indicated within this legislation, these grants were established to helphieidevelopment and
implementation of programs for the benefit of wildlife and associated habilisan emphasis

on statedefined Species of Greatest Conservation N8&ICN) The SWG program receives
annual Congressional appropriations that are adtened bythe USFWS.The USFWS

apportions these funds, using a legislated formula based on human population and geographic
area, to fish and wildlife management agencies within the 50 states, the five US territories, and
the District of ColumbiaTo receive annual SWG appropriations, Congress stipulated that each
fish andwildlife agency must produce a Comprehensive Wildlife Action Plan (WAP), to be
updated every 10 yearBhe latest version of théirginia WAP wascompleted in 225 and

includes several marine mammal species covered biPltiman its list of SGCNas noted in the

rel evant s pe crhisPlardwilldesve asran gpgendix to ghe Virginia WAP.

Virginia Marine Mammal Strandi ng N
Nationally, the Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program is overseen by NOAA
Fisheries. Virginia is the southernmost state in the Greater Atlantic Region of NOAA Fisheries,
which extends from Maine to Virginid marine mammal stranding is defined as any marine

mammal dead on the beach or in the water, alive on the beach or shore and in need of medical
attention, or in US waters but unable to return to its natural habitat without assistance (MMPA
1994).The Virginia Marine Mammal Stranding andg€entanglement Network is organized by

the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Scienclhee Center
VAQS is authorized under a Stranding Agreement (Appehdixhich dictates the level of

response for an organization and its reporting responsibilities. CurrtbietlyAQS is the sole

Stranding Agreement holder Vfirginia; however, state agencies can respond to marine mammal
events undeBection 109h of the MMPA. Botthe MRC andthe DWR have assisted with

marine mammal events primarily at the discretiothefVAQS.
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Virginia Ocean Pl an

The Virginia Ocean Plan (VOP) is a resource and coordinating document that aims to improve
ocean resource management in the waters offgifofeginia. The VOP was developed with the
following goals:

1)Promote a sustdblnadl e amamyr owi ng
2)Document and characterize existing/ emergin
that rnédleant e to

3)Mi nimize/ mitigate conflicts between existi
minimize/ mitigate I mpacts to ocean habitat
4)l ncrease resilience of ocean uses, ocean h
5)Devel op processes for plan i mplementation,
stakehol der <coll aboration and conflict re

To do this, input from over 120 experts and experienced ocean users was gathered through six
different workgroups focused on top&sch aghe following:energy and infrastructure

transportation, navigation, and security; and sustainability and conservation. The latter

workgroup developed recommendations related to the conservation of marine species and

habitats, and the goal of making ocean uses more sustainable. This Plardediasan

appendi x in the VOP as t he,audadmearecititai on pl ano
components of Virginiads ocean resource manag

Tr i MatliitoonsvVi rgi ni a

Virginia is home to sevefederally recognizednd four stateecognized tribes. Many of these

tribes aresignatories to the Treaty of Middle Plantation, which specifically mentions tribal rights

to oystering, fishing, and gathering a series of plants including edible roots, wild oats, rushes,

and other specieSeveral tribes participate in natural resources stewardship through cooperative
monitoring of fisheriesesources, oyster reef restoration activities, and monitoring water quality

on tribal land A significant effort was madeith to inviteVi r gi ni ads Nati ve Amer
the workshop and incorporate their comments on drafts of the Plan.

Rel evant Species and Species D

Owing to the considerable variation in knowledgepécies occurrence, habitat use, and life
historyin the midAtlantic region the followingaccouns vary fromdescriptions ofndividual
speciesfor which there isasdequate to considerable datailable to phylogeneticallyrelated
groupsof speciesfor whichdataon individual species is either lacking or very limit&gpecies
were listed individually if two or more of the following criteria were met:

1)Species within Vir@nmi/ ®@ds oiff sthomre, wad &mr sh a |
sighted annually or are phedsttabtyngresen
2)Suffireigemmal distributiisav ainidel/ bolw@ rtrharneta ta isny
descr;i potri on

3)Speanetsgene of t heanidon vieiesntdéadngaesr ad or t hr eat
t hva r gi fiea EfHmd
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Species were grouped rather than listetividually if one or more of the following criteria were
met:

1)Mi ni mal i enXf ieantmss tpieddn es ok y f e
2)Thereoumder st anding of speAdileasntdicsotrreigh wtni or
3)The speaedimag iilsy pmeloaigitce rveat @ rns

At least 31marine mammal species have been documented in Vigg;ia i ns hor,e, nears

offshore and pelagiovaters and theyare listed by common and scientific name in Appemidix

The ifformation presented for each species or phylogenetic group is spedfigituia and/or

the midAtlantic region.The following information is presentéa eachspecies accounfl) a

general description of the species appearg@y¢he specieéconservation staty§3) a

description of each speci@sccurrencedistribution and/ or abundand® in Vi
speciesspecific stranding dat#5) speciesspecificdietinformation and (6) speciespecific
reproductioninformatonEach s peci esd conservation status I
and summarized in Appendix Il. Conservation status incluatesnational Union for

Conservation of Nature (IUCNESA (alllistingsfrom NOAA Fisheries excludinghanatees

from USFWS), MMPA {.e. strategic stock) listing; whether or not it is@GCN in theVirginia

WAP (DWR 2®5), and if there was an active TRT or UME as of Novembe#d202e Viriginia

WAP identifiesit he di stri bution and abundance of spec
declining populations as each State fish and wildlife agency deems appropriate that are indicative

of the diversity and (USEVES 2006pnd refersmo thedelspetiesaaso f t h
SGCN Modelsf or each s p ewere ereaid atohguhe dnéra WdSeAtlantic by

Robertset al. (2023) using aerial and shipboard survey @iata a variety of sourcegor North

Atlantic right whales onlythe model was updated in 20®4incorporate passive acoustic
monitoring(Robertset al.2024).

For most speciesiranding data from 1988 to 2082at included the species, stranding location,

date, sex, length, and Human Interaction (HI) designates provided byhe VAQS. Data

through November 2024 were provided kwrth Atlantic right whales because of concern for

population decline in the western North AtlanEach strandingvas evaluated for findings of

HI, such as attached ge#wjne, line or ropdesions orinjuries consistent with vessel strjkand
designat egogdNoads G¥etOdBoeu IDdet er mi nedd (Moore and |
species, strandings wesammarizedy five-year averages, season, and month. Seasons were

defined as: winter (Januatarch), spring (ApritJune) summer (JulySeptember)andfall
(OctoberDecember). Strandings were also analyzed spatiallyeangordly, generating a point

or kernel density mag-he scale for kernel density maps is the same for all maps within a

species but differs across species to displagre strandings were highest for each speties.

kernel density mapsncluded in this documemtrovide a visual display of average ogemce

andwhen multiple points are in a similar ayff@e density grid may appear to show presence of

stranded animal® enclosednlandwaters With the exception of sealssaders shouldssume

all strandings weraitially discovered iropenwater or on a shorelin&.is alsoimportant to

note that stranding locations represent location of discovery, not necessarily locatjanyadr

mortality. The number of HI casésalso presentedecauséottlenoselolphinstrandings
involvedasubstantiahumber of HI caseshese datare presentegpatially, andthe percentage

of HI [HI=Yes/(HI=Yes + HI=No)]is calculatedyex | udi ng 6 Coul d Not be D
within and acrosgears

Lack of stranding and/or survey data doesneaiessarily meaaspeciess absent from the state
or region. There arseverareasons why there may be little or no occurrence data for a species
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whose published rangacompasseégirginia waters including 1) the species iprimarily

distributed of§hore and thukess likely tobe captured in the stranding recgedy offshore

dolphin speciegs 2) the speciesccurs in small groups or spends very little time at the surface,
makingdetectionless likely duringaerialor boatbasedsurveys(e.g pygmy/dwarf sperm whales
[Kogiasp.); 3) the speciess transitory and onlgpends ahortamount of time in Virginia

waters 4) the species iglatively rareandor 5) the speciess exclusivelypelagic andccurs in
thedeep watersff the outercontinental shelfe.g.deepdiving species)Additionally, there are

a fewspecies that have documented strandings in Virginia waters in extremely low numbers but
are not included in thiBlan (e.g.melonheaded whalfPeponocephala electfapygmy Kkiller
whale[Feresaattenuatd).

Odontocetes (Toothed whal es)
Bottl enos(Bu Doslpphs n

Descri pti on

There are two morphologically and genetically distinct species within the gemsispsin US
North Atlantic watersthecommon bottlenose dolphiff (truncatu$ and he Tamanend's
bottlenose dolphinT{. erebennus(Hersch and Duffield 1990; Kenney 1990; Caettal. 2022).

T. truncatuss the larger of the two species and usebereferred to as the offshoeeotype
while T. erebennug smaller and tends to inhabit inshore and nearshore wB&zrguse the two
species are difficult to tell apart and their distribution in Virginia overlaps, they are grouped
together agursiopssp. in this Plarfseebottlenose dolphins)

St at us

Thegenusis not consideregndangerednder the state or federal ESBottlenosedolphins are

considered species of Least Concern by the IURBN List(Wells et al.2019. Bottlenose

dolphins vary dramatically in home ranges, habitat, diet and threats and are, therefore, not

managed as a single group. Estimates of population sizes exist for specific regions of the world,

and management is typically based on local population estimatdbraats. Additionally, the

two bottlenosedolphin speciesare often treated differently in management decisions due to their
drastically different PBR values and their status (or lack thereofstaatagic stockBottlenose

dolphins are @SGCN in Virginia DPWR 2025) largely because of the high percentages of Hi

cases documented in the statebds stranding rec

There are four recognizdmttlenosedolphin stocks in Wfginia waters one offshore stock and
three coastal stockmcludingboth thesouthern and northern migratory sto¢8CMS and

NCMS) and theNorthern North Carolina Estuarine System Stock (NNCE®Bichis believed

to extend into the southernmost waters owia (Hayeset al.2021 Urianet al.in prep.
Abundance estimates for these four stocks vary, rarigpng823 individuals for the NNCESS

t0 62,851 individuals for the offshore stock. The NCMS and SCMS are estimated at intermediate
densities of ®39 individuals and,351 individuals respectively. Both the NCMS and SCMS are
considered depleted. Further, all three coastal stocks are congttatedic stockand managed
viaaTRT due tdfishery-caused mortalitieand serious injurieexceedindgl0% ofthe PBRfor

each stockThe offshore stock is nobosidered &trategic stockHayeset al.2020; Haye®t al.
2021).
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Occurrence,arbd sA bru mta momet ieansW
Bottlenosedolphins occur in Mginiad s i n s h o r, @fshore and pelagimvatere

throughout the entire yeéifigure 1) The offshorestoclkés rangeextend outward from the

continental shelf and slo@sd show greater heterogeneity of genetic markibencoastal

stocks(Hoelzelet al. 1998; Natoliet al.2004). The offshore stock is relevant duésgresence
inVirgini ads offskore watens@amd @ccasiondl stranding alongCtlkemmo nwe al t h 0 s
coastline.
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The coastal stocksrimarily inhabitnearshorend offshorevatersand vary seasonally in their
occupancy of ginia waters. The NCM®ccursfrom New Jersey to northernifginia in the
summer, angouthern Vfginia to southern North Carolina thewinter. The SCM®ccursfrom
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southern Wginia to mid North Carolina in summer, and South Carolina to northern Florida in
winter. Both coastal migratory stocks are relevantitgiwia conservation effortdue to their
seasonal northern and southern coamtgftationsthrough \Mrginia waters. Photadentification

and satellite telemetry data suggest that the NNCESS also odmthimshore andearshore
waters along Virginia Beach amdChesapeake Bay in the warmer months of July and August,
though the regularity of their occurrensaunknown (Urian 2016; Garrisat al.2017a;
Garrisonet al.2017b).

All four bottlenosedolphin stocks in ginia waters overlap in their ranges, making it difficult

to discern which individuals belong to which stock. Although precise ranges have not been
defined Torreset al (2003) found that within 7.5 km of shore, all biopsied dolphins belonged to
the coastaspecieqT. erebemus), while all sampled dolphins beyond 34 km from shore or

deeper than 3 were offshorespecieqT. truncatu. Between the two ranges (738 km), both
speciesoccur at undefined frequencies. Based on aerial surveys, Kenney (1990) suggested that
coastabottlenosedolphins north of Cape Hatteraspith Carolina are restricted to waters

shallower than 2.

Althoughbottlenosedolphins are present yeesund in Mrginia waters, their presence increases
dramatically in spring and summer months (Figure 2). Significant dolphin presemearghnore
waters of \irginia typically begins in April or May and appears to be strongly correlated with
water temperatures (Bared al. 1999).ConsistenfTursiopspresence&ommonly extends into
Septembeor Octobey at which point southward migration begins, with dolphin presence
significantly reduced by Novembe3easonainovement patterns are evidentinshore waters
Vesselbased srveysconductedrom 2012to 2015revealed thadlolphins were present year
round innearshoravatersbut did not begirmovinginshoreuntil the spring. Peak densities in
ChesapeakBay occurred in the summer (JuAagust) and fall (Septemb&tovember),

followed byrelatively few sightings in the winter (Engelhagptal. 2016).Bottlenosedolphins

are commonly sighted from bebhased and aerial surveys. Sea tuadealsurveys conducted
from Mayto Octoberin 2011to 2013 regularly encounterdxttlenosedolphinsinVi r gi ni ad s
inshore andhearshoravaters.Offshore alphins have beeregularlydetected/earround along
the continental shelindpast the shelf breglMicAlarneyet al.2016; Malletteet al.2017;
McAlarneyet al.2017; McAlarneyet al.2018; Cotter 2019).
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Strandi ngs

Thebottlenosedolphin is the most commaspeciesn Virginiab marine mammastranding
record comprising 68%n = 2,236 stranding®f all reportedstrandings from 198& 2022
(VAQS unpublished dataOctober2023. An annualaverage 064 bottlenose strandingsere
documented through this period of tilkgom2013to 2015 the Mid-Atlantic Bottlenose
Dolphin UME wasin effectalong most of th&JS Atlantic coasbecause o&viral disease
outbreak(i.e. morbillivirus). TheUME peakedn the summer and fall of 2013, andtdyinia
experienced an almost sigld increase in strandings that yéar382;NOAA Fisherie2023a)
The average number of annual strandings &a@m increasing trend when summarizedive-
year increments, even whire 2013strandings werexcludedrom the calculationgFigure 3).
Whetherthis rising trend reflects an actual increaseverallmortality or is the result omore
bottlenosedolphinsbeingpresent in \fginia waters is unknowrStrandings wereoncentrated
alongthesoutherrportion ofV i r g ioceantadng coastline andhesoutherrendof

Vi r g iEasten 8lwore (Figud).
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Seasonallyreportedstrandings weraighestin the summer (43%) and spring (42%), and lowest

in the winter (4%; Figure 5However,when strandings during the 2013 mortality event were
excluded amost half of all strandings occurred in the spring (48%). Seasonal stranding patterns
followed boatbased and aeriaurvey sightingpatternssummarizedn Barcoet al.(1999)and
Engelhauptet al (2016) which described dolphinsoncentrating along the southerceanfront

and the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay in the winter, moving farther into Chesapeake iBay and
tributariesin the spring andummey andmovingout of Chesapeake Bay in the fall (Figure 6).
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Strandings weraighestin the months of May (20%) and August (20%), and lowest in February
(0.6% when includingstrandings duringhe 2013 UME Figure 7).However, nonthly stranding
patternsvariedwhen excluding strandings from the 2013 UMigaking inMay (24%)andJune
(18%).Within a calendar yeartrandingstend to increasdramatically starting in May and

remain relatively high through October. The May peak appears to be driven by high infant
mortality (e.g stillbirth, failure to thrive,infanticide, etc.), as many of the strandings are
perinates (near time of birth).
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A total of 418 Hicasesvere detected among strandirigatwerereported between 1988 and

2022 includingnumerous fishery interaction casesr casein whicht her e was a 06Yes¢
HI designationthe percentage of HI was 6Q%he percentage of Haried annually, ranging

from 0% in 1991 to 92% in 201Althoughthere was aignificantincreasingrend inthe

percentagef HI overtime (Spearman rank correlation S=3648.80®1 Figure 8, this

relationship requires further investigatibacauselata resulting from anecdotal repostsere

effort was variablemay not representtaue statistical trendThe majority of HI cases occurred

near Cape Henrgndto a lesser extent dhebayside of the Easte®hor® s s otip (Figueer n

9).
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Most of what is known about the dietladttienosedolphins in Mrginia waters is based on
stomachcontentanalysesonductedn deadstranded individuals/olker (2020) analyzed the
stomach conteistof 200 bottlenosedolphinsthat stranded betwedr®98and2012 In this
analysisVolker identified 32 preyspecies from 22 familiessing hard parts such awliths and
squid beaksThe family Sciaenidaddrumgcroaker$ dominated the diegccuring in 93% of
dolphinstomachsnd accoumig for 71% of the diehumericallybased on the total number of
prey items identifiedOther common preyemswerein thefamilies Clupeidae, Phycidae,
Engraulidae, Moronidae, and Loliginida&lantic croaker(Micropogonias undulatysvas the
most important prey speciey number, frequency and reconstructed mass, followespday
(Leiostomus xanthuryignd seatroutpecies(Cynosciorspp). Other, less frequently consumed
prey speciescludedthe Atlantic menhader{Brevoortia tyrannu} hake(Urophycisspp.)
anchovy(Anchoaspp.) longfininshoresquid (Doryteuthis peale)i silver perch(Bairdiella
chrysourg, andstriped bass(Morone saxatiliy. While significant differences in the diet did not
exist between male and female dolphins, prey size increased with deipdiBeasonal diet
shifts were also identifiedumerically with seatrouspp.(>25%) being thedominant prey
speciesn thespring, andAtlantic croaker (~50%pandspot (22%)being consumed primariiy
the summer and falAlthough present in smaller numbefglantic menhaden andripedbass
consumption was highest in the spremyd lakespp. and anchovy spp. consumption was lowest
in the fall(Volker 2020).This study suggestithat while many of the aforementioned prey
species comprised significant portions of |doattlenosedolphin diet,seatroutAtlantic croaker,
andspot, all of which are commerally important species for Virginia fishemppeared to be
critical prey species at different times of the year. Additionally, the correlation between dolphin
size and prey size suggests that robust populations of dolphiriechall age and size classes
are well representatdkepend on prey populations wihmilar diversity in size classes.
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ReprodAdcect ivve y WaheWVBrgini a

Reproductive activity is challenging to assess in tucb@stalWwaters. Although not much is

known abouflursiopssp.reproductive activity in Wginia waters, a welknown bottlenose

dolphin nursery exists along the southern tip of the mouth of the Chesapeakédlagrcalf

pairs and groups with numerous perinatal dolphins were seen every year along the Cape Henry
Fort Story coastline, with a peak occurring in July (Baatal 1999 Engelhauptet al.2016.

These nursing groups tended to preferentiallysiisdiow; low wave emrrgy waters inshore of

Cape Hennatthe mouth of the Chesapeake Bay

Har bor Phopoiesa )phocoena

Descri ption

Theharborporpoise(Phocoena phocoep& asmall, stocky toothedhalewith spadeshaped
teethwhich distinguistes itfrom delphinids It is theonly member of the porpoise familyat is
seasonally endemic to the waters afgifia.

Status

Theharborporpoiseis considered a species of Least Concern on the IUCN Red List of
Threatened SpecieBraulik et al.2023, andit is not listed as threatened or endangered under
thestate and feder&@lSA (Hayeset al.2022) They are also not considered an SGCN in Virginia
(DWR 2025).There are four proposed populatipns stockspf harborporpoises in the western
North Atlantic (Gaskin 19841992), and numerous analyses have been conducted which support
those population distinctions. While the Gulf of Maine/Bay of Fustdgkis the southernmost
one with relevance to ixgjinia, mitochondrial DNA and microsatellite analyses indicate that the
Gulf of Maine/Bay of Fundy population is not the ostpckfound inthe mid-Atlantic in the

winter. The Gulf of Maine/Bay of Fundstockis not consideredtrategic The latest population
estimate for this stock is 95,543 individuatsd a PBR of 851 individualBisheryrelated

mortality and serious injurfrom US fisheriess greater thad0% of thePBR and is therefore
managedvith a TRT(Hayeset al.2022).

Occurrence,arbd sAburbodua g coati eamswvVv

Harborporpoises are not highly abundant iirginia waters and their occurrence is seasonal
(Figures D and11). During the summer monthsatborporpoise occurin thenorthern waters
off the Canadiarmaritime provincesindthe USNortheast coastn winter monthsharbor
porpoises disperse more widely and caeibeounteredch waters off Mrginiain low densities.
Harborporpoises can be fourftbm shallownearshorevaters to offshore waters withghest
densities located over the continental shelf (Westgfadd 1998).
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Harborporpoiseobservatios in Virginia waters aresomewhat rarbecause this species occurs
in small groups and can be crypticaking them difficult to detecturing aerial and bodiased
surveys Winter aerial surveysonducted from 200t 2017, during whichover 32,706 knwere
flown over Virginia waters revealed zero dectionsof harborporpoiseVAQS unpublished
data, October 2028 It is for this reason that @st porpoise surveys in teestern North Atlantic
are conducted using ships as platforms (Hagtes. 2022).Two sightings of harbor porpoise
groups occurred in April 2015 from beladsed surveys: one group of two individuals
approximately 20 knoffshore and one group of four individuals in raidntinental shelf waters
(Engelhaupet al 2016 Engelhaupet al.2017). Another sighting of one group of two
individuals from a boabased survey occurred in May 2017 in deeper continental shelf waters
(Engelhauptt al.2018).0Other methods to detelsarborporpoises include acoustic detections
usingpassiveacousticmonitors(PAM). A study conducted off the coast of Maryland detected
harborporpoises primarily in the winter and sprivghen waters wereoolerandchlorophyll
concentrationsvere high(Wingfield et al.2017), whichsuggest thatharborporpoises are likely
to bepresent in \fginia waters during the same timefraasedundersimilar conditions

Strandi ngs

Theharborporpoise is thesecond most common marine mammal to strandrgivia after the
bottlenosedolphin. Harbor porpoises compris&@% (n = 34) of themarine mammal
strandinggeportedirom 1988to 2022 The number of annual strandingss highly variable,
ranging fromzeroto 46with anaverage of 9.7 strandinger year Sranding averages have been
decreasing over time (Figui®), and thisdecreasés likely related toboththedecline ofthe

spiny dogfish fisherywhich saw anncreasan thenumber of fishersn theearly to mid1990s
thenlater collapsd in the earlyto mid-2000s and increasing winter water temperatures
potentially shifting the distribution northwar@ihe harbor porpois€RT identified the spiny
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dogfish fisheryasthe primary contributor tenid-Atlantic fishery interactionsalong with the
monkfish fisherywhich, as of 2024, waprosecuted north dfirginia (North CarolinaDivision
of Marine Fisheriespersonal communicatiogibecembed3, 202). Strandingsvere
concentrated on the oceéacingbeaches of Virginia Beach bwerealsoencounteredn the
EasterrS h o rbarréesislandgFigurel3).
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Harbor porpoise strandings were highly seasamigth 61% occurring in the spring ard®%
occurring in thawinter (Figurel14). Strandings in the winter and springre concentratedlong
the oceanfront o¥irginia Beach A few additionalstrandingsweredetectedn theChesapeake
Bay in the spring (Figur&5). Ninety-eight percent (n =3) of all harbor porpoise strandings
were reported between February and May peaked in April (43%) and Mar¢B1%; Figure
16). A total of 91 HI cases were documentguimarily consisting of fishery interactions
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Di etFoamdyi ng Wt /i3 gi ni a

In a study conducted in 2013, the stomach contents b&®orporpoiseghatstrandedn the
northernOuter Bankf North Carolina (n=3) anah Virginia (n=34)betweerl997and2010
were examined. The study identifibdy anchovy(Anchoamitchilli) andspottedhake
(Urophycisregia) as the most important prey. Atlanhierring (Clupea haengug, Atlantic
menhadenlongfin squid, andshrimp (Penaeid family)were also common in the diet (Schoettle
2013).

ReprodAdcdcti vve y WanheWBrgini a

There have not been any reports of reproductive activityrginfa waters.

SheBetaked Commdel pPoli poisndeéel phi s

Descri ption

Shortbeakedcommondolphins(Delphinus delphis delphisirerelatively sleekn profile and
havea fairly longandslender bealatall, pointed dorsal finandawhite and cream colored
Ahour gl aenstesidpsat t er n

Status

Commondolphins Delphinus delphis as a wholgarecategorizedisa species of Least Concern
onthe IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (Brastilal. 2021), andtheyarenotlisted as
threatened or endangenedder the state and federal EQAWR 20%). Further, they are not
considered an SGCN in Virginia (DWR 202%jhe western North Atlantic stock is not
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https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/short-beaked-common-dolphin

considered atrategic stockinder the MMPA. There are an estimated 172 &wrt-beaked
commondolphins off the Atlantic coast of North Ameri¢idayeset al.2020)

Occurrence,arbd sAburbduaniet ems Vi rgi ni
Shortbeakedcommondolphins are an oceanic specikat occur intemperate and subtropical

waters of the Pacific and AtlantoceansIn the midAtlantic region, they arprimarily found in

offshoreand pelagiavaters(Figure 7). The acurrence of common dolphins inryinia waters

is not well understood; howeveanshore waterdncluding theChesapeake Bagre not

considered normal habitat for this species.
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Intensive arial sea turtle abundance surveys conduirted May to October in 2011 and 2012
revealed zero detections of shbeiakedcommondolphinsinVi r gi ni ads i,amlhor e,
offshore water¢Barcoet al.2015) Howeverduringmarine mammal and protected marine
speciesaerial surveysonductedn Virginia watersbetweer2015and2019thatcovered the

entire continental sheléhort-beakedcommondolphinswere detectechigroupsconsisting of
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thousands of individualgearround, with peak sightingsccurringin the winter and spring
(Malletteet al.2017) The majority ofthesightings occurredh offshore and pelagic waters
(McAlarneyet al.2016; Malletteet al.2017; McAlarneyet al.2017; McAlarneyet al.2018;
Cotter 2019)Only one small groupvas detectethndward of the 50 m isobatluringaboat
based survein the winter(Engelhauptt al.2016).

Strandi ngs

A total of 144shortbeakedcommondolphinsstrandings were reportéa Virginia from 1988to
2022.0nly one strandingvas documenteldetween 1988 and 199while the resbccurred after
1997atan averageateof 5.7 strandings per year (rang@). When summarized five-year
increments, the average number of strandings pdatieceer?008and2012(Figurel8). This
species is known to stram large groupsandsix mass strandingvens have occurreh
Virginia waters. Strandings have been concentrateti@barrier islandgarticularlyon
Assateaguand Fishermaisland, andalongthe bayside portion of the Eastern Shore @mthe
Virginia Beachoceanfron{Figure19).
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carcasses discovered floating offshore.

Strandingaverehighest in the winter (53%, n=76), followed by the spring (33%, n=48; Figure
20). Strandings occuedyearround along oceanfront beaclesl the mouth ansbuthern

portions of the Chesapeake Bayth several occurrences further north in the Bay during winter
and springFigure 21) Most strandings occurred March (40%, n=57) and April (21%, n=30
(Figure22). Interestingly, September is the only month in whiclsimartbeakedcommon

dolphin stranthgs werereporedor observedilive duringaerial or boabased survey
(Engelhaupet al.2016;McAlarneyet al.2016;Malletteet al.2017;McAlarneyet al.2017;
McAlarneyet al.2018; Cotte2019. Twelve short-beakedcommondolphins have stranded with
evidence of Hlincludingfisheryinteractionssuch asealed longline hook scars amrks
consistent with monofilamemiet interactioVAQS unpublished dataOctober 2023
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Di etFoamdyi ng Want /i3 gi ni a
Shortbeaked common dolphins in thierthwest Atlantic consume fish and cephalopods, such
as Atlantic mackerelJcomber scombriyshake, and longfin squid (Overholtz and Waring 1991).

ReprodAcceti ivve y WaheWVBrgini a

There is no known reproductive season irgwia waters; howeveistrandings opregnant and
youngof-theyear dolphis havebeen reporteth the Commonwealtin January and March. It is
possiblethere is acalving seasom Virginia waters butthis informationhasnot been verified

Ot hDed phi ni ds

Other delphinidsrepresent in fginia watersbased orstranding recordsncluding Atlantic
spotted dolphingStenella frontaliy Atlantic white-sided dolphingLagenorhynchus acutys
striped dolphingStenella coeruleoalashortfinned pilot whale{Globicephala

macrorhynchuy long-finned pilot whalegGlobicephala melas melgsoughtoothed dolphins
(Steno bredanengisandR i s s 0 0 s (Grampugdrniseys The IUCN Red List of Threatened
Speciesonsiderseach species of Least ConceBngulik and Jefferson 201&iszka and

Braulik 2018; Mintoret al.2018y; Minton et al.2018&; Braulik 201%; Braulik 201%; Kiszkaet
al. 2019). None of these species atate or federally listedonsidered strategic stockor an
SGCN(Hayeset al.2019; Haye®t al.2020; Haye®t al.2022 DWR 205). However, fishery
related mortality and ser i ous shorrfipnaedpilpt whales e e d s
and Rdokpline @ayewt al.2019; Haye=t al. 2022),which has triggered the formation of
a TRTfor these specigaimarily addressing longline fishery bycatch

Atlantic white-sideddolphins andoughtootheddolphins have not beatetectedn Virginia
watersduringaerialand boatasedsurveys, as Wginia represents theouthermostand
northernmost portions of their rangesspectively (Hayest al 2019; Hayegt al. 2022). The
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remaining species aseenalongthe outer edge of the continental slklfing aeriabnd boat
basedsurveys buprimarily occurin pelagic watergMcAlarneyet al.2016; Malletteet al.2017;
McAlarneyet al.2017; McAlarneyet al.2018; Cotter 201.%Engelhauptet al.2024). These
speciesstrandrelatively infrequentlyin Virginia. From 19880 2022 stranding frequency for
these delphinids ranged froiour stripeddolphinst o 2 3  dBphis. &xezdptfor Atlantic
spotted and Atlantic whitsided dolphins, albf these species have mass strandadrginia, in
groupsranging fromtwo to 14 individuals

Ot hTept Wead |l Rhy st Korgiidddss phi i ds)
Virginiabs sfrom 83w 202AIndicate thabthaiteothed whalesrepresent in
Virginia watersincluding spermwhales(Physeter macrocephalypyamy spermwhales(Kogia
brevicep$, dwarf spermwhales(Kogia simg, andMesoplodorsp. 8| a i n,\Gielr viad s 0
S o we r, angTor su Beaked WhalesKogia sp. andMesoplodorsp.are listed as Least
Concern on the IUCN Red List aagenot stateor federally listedan SGCN or astrategic stock
(Hayeset al.202Q Kiszka and Braulik 2028) Kiszka and Braulik 2024 Pitman andBrownell

Jr. 202@; Pitman and Brownell Jr. 20BpPitman and Brownell Jr. 2020Pitman et al. 202,
DWR 205). Sperm whales, however, are listedvagnerable on the IUCN Red List,
endangered under tis¢gate and feder&SA, anddepleted under the MMP/& aylor et al.2019
DWR 20%). Thereforethey are consideredsdrategic stocklue to their endangereathtus
(Hayeset al.2020)but arenot considered an SGCM Virginia (DWR 2025).

Collectively,thesespecies arpelagic species only observed past the continental shelf break.
Spermwhale sightinggrom aerial surveysvere regular and occurred yearund, whileKogia
sp. andbeaked whalesMesoplodorsp) are crypti¢ deepdiving specieghat yieldinfrequent
detections duringerial surveygMcAlarneyet al.2016; McAlarneyet al.2017; McAlarneyet

al. 2018; Cotter 2019)5trandings of these species are relatifely and have consisted dfo
spermwhales, 4Xogiasp. (14dwarf spermwhale, 27pygmy spermwhales, andtwo Kogia
sp.),and 1lbeakedwhales §ix G e r v lmeaksdghalestwo S o w e r bleakedughales two

T r u lee@kedvhalesandoneB | a i n bebakedvieald betweenl988and2022 Although not
observed i n Vir gorhighly Gesectable duang deriat and basedo r d
surveysthe goosébeaked whaléZiphius cavirostriyis regularly presenn pelagic waters from
Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, to the Norfolk Canyon off Virginésed on tagging and
acoustic survey@McLellanet al.2018; Sheareet al. 2019; Boisseaat al.2023).

My sticetwsal(eBa)l een
NorAthl antic Eubdplal aWhmal gl @ci al i s

Description
North Atlanticright whales(Eubalaena glacialisare distinguished from other baleen whales by
their black bodieshead callositiedack of a dorsal finand adistinctive bushy, \f\shaped blow.
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Status

North Atlanticright whales areonsiderecCritically Endangered under tHeCN Red List of
Threatened Species (Cooke 20Z)rther, this species is listed as endangered undstatee
and federaESAand is @ SGCN in Virginia(DWR 2025). The exact number of North Atlantic
right whales in thavestern Atlanticstock is not known; however, thmost recent published
population estimatéNovember 202Pwas 338 individuals, with a minimum estimate of 332
individuals(Paceet al.2017; Pace 2021YheNorth AtlanticRight Whale Consortium
(NARWC) produces & ARWC annuareport carcand the 2023 population estimate for 2022
was 356 (+7#10) individuals (Pettis and Hamilton 2024 he species has been declining since
2011, with a&24% decline observeldetweer2011and2020.Because oits endangered status
and highrates of humarcausede.g.vessel strikes and fishery entanglementsjtality and
serious injurythe North Atlantic right whale populatios considered atrategic stockvith a
PBR of 0.7 individualgnd is managednder the Atlantic large whale TRHayeset al.2023).

There is an ongoinjorth AtlanticRight WhaleUME that was declared HYyOAA Fisheriesn
June 2017. The cause of this UM&s been attributed taumanactivities particularly vessel
strikes and rope entanglemeniAs of November 2024148 right whaleswere part othis event
thatincluded41 deaths 37 serious injuies, and70 individuals with sublethal injuries or illness
(NOAA Fisherie20244a).

Occurrence,arbd sAburbduanet ems Vi rgi ni

The North Atlantiaright whalerangeextendsdrom its winter calving grounds othe northeast
FloridalsoutheasGeorgiacoastto its summer feeding groundsetweerNew England and
Newfoundland (Figur@3). Gowan and Orteg®rtiz (2014) suggested that one of the primary
drivers of winter right whale calving habitat in the southeastern US is sea surface temperature,
suggesting thaturrent and projecteocean temperature increases may push calving northward
from the traditional calving groundgé/inter surveyshave demonstratateonatecalf presence as

far north as Cape FearpNh CarolinaDueto their migration through Mginia waters the

mouth of the Chesapeake Bay has a seasonal managemé@iargdrom Novemberl to

April 30, mandating reduced ship speeds out to approximatelynd@3 FR 60173)
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Aerial survey data show a strong affinity for coastal waters arndaberswithin the 100m

isobath however, these sanseirveys along withtelemetry datazhave showmight whalesalso

occur indeeppelagic waterpastthe continental shebfreak(Mateet al. 1997; McLellaret al.

2003; Baumgartner and Mate 2008).ginia waterswere previoushonly considered transit
waters for North Atlanticight whales during their seasonal migrations (Figute Rightwhale

call detections from acoustic survaydizing PAM in Virginia waterspeaked in the fall and late
winter/early spring, coinciding with the timing of the southward and northward migration
respectively. The same acoustic sus/énpoweverdetectedight whales in \irginia waters year
round, suggesting these waters may be used for mored¢haonalransis by some individuals
(Salisburyet al 2015).Aerial and boabased survey sightings and drone observations collected
since 2016&uggest that North Atlantic right whales may be regularly feeding off the Virginia
coastfurther supportinghat this area serves as more than a migratory corridor during seasonal
migrations (Malletteet al.2017; Cotter 2019; Emghauptet al 2023).Additionally, Aschettino

et al (2024) recently observed groups of right whales engagedunface active gro(sAG)

in Virginia waters AccordingtotheNe w E n g | a n drigitghalareseatcimidosaSAG
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occurs wherwo or more whales within a body lengiheach otler interact at the surface
Typically, aSAG is comprised of one female and a number of males competing with each other
in order to mate with her
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Aerial survey sightings of right whales in Virginia waters have been sporadic. Getestions

of up to four individualsvere maddetweer2011and2016 and n 2016, two individual right
whales were spotted in the winter over the-coatinental shelf (Mallettet al.2017). Eight
individual right whales were sighted April 2018 within the 100 m isobath (Cotter 2019). Boat
based survegbservatios haveincreased as survey effort in rsthelf waters has increased, with
almost allsightingsoccurring in the winter. There were four sightings of seven individuals in the
winter of 2021, three sightings of five individuals in the winter of 2022, and eight sightings of 34
individuals in the winter of 2023. Theveas one sighting of two individuals in November 2022.
Almost all of these sightings occurred in rudntinental shelf wateysvith the exception obne
individual observed in the mouth of the Chesapdd&g and another ithe nearshore/atersoff

of Virginia Beachin the winter of 2023Locationdataobtainedfrom threetaggedcalves also
support thes p e cpringasy se of miecontinental shelf waters in Virginia, with one whale
occupying waters closer to shavéen itwas east of theorthernhalf of the Eastern Shore and
another utilizing deep continental shelf waters during its northern migration (Asclettiho

2022; Aschettinet al.2023; Aschettinet al.2024). Although there are numerous urfoomed
reports of right whales inside Chesapeake Bay, their presetieeBay is rare and may be
accidental.
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Strandings

Because of theritical conservation status of this species, all North Atlantic right whale
strandings as of November 2024 wereluded.There have been seven total right whale
strandings to datconsisting okinglewhales stranded in Vfginia in eachof the following years:
2001, 2002, 2004, 2005, 201823, and 202. Six of theright whale strandings in iginia
occurred on oceafacingbeache®r were found floating offshorand one was first reported on
a beach in the southern Bay mo(figure25). Excluding one stranding in Septembet,
strandings occurred in the winter. Three strandings occurred in March, two in ifebndone
in Januay. Six of thesevenwhales stranded with evidence of Htonsisting of vessel strikes and
fishery interactionsin addition, gporegnant femalevhale that stranded in northeasterortd
Carolinawith vessel strike injuriew/as likely struck by a large vessel inr§inia waters in
November2004(S. Barcopersonal communicatiorOctober 3, 2023)
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Di etFoamdyi ng Want é&/ng gi ni a

Rightwhale diet consists almost exclusivelycopepods in the gen@alanus andright whales
have been shown to require high density patchespépoddo optimizeforaging efficiency
(Baumgartner and Mate 200Baumgartneet al.2007). Aerialand boatbased surveys and
droneobservationsince2016havedocumengdright whalesforagingin Virginia waters
(Malletteet al.2017; Cotter 201,9Engelhauptet al 2023.

ReprodAdcecti ivve y WaheWVBrgini a

The first reports of reproductive activity in Virginia occurred in January and February 2023
when multiple surfacactive groupexhibitedbehaviorsconsistent with sexual activityere
observed (Aschettinet al.2024).In addition,pregnant right whales with near term fetuses
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stranded in Virginia and northeastern North Carolina in February and November 2004
respectively(S. Barcg personal communicatioiNovemberl5, 2024).

HumpbackM&Nhapteen(a mhovaeangl i ae

Description
Humpbackwhales(Megapteranovaeangliagare distinguishetfom othermysticetes bytheir
extremely long pectoral flippers (up to etierd of thebodylength).

Status

Humpbackwhales are considered a species of Least Concern on the IUCN Red List of
Threatened Species (Cooke 28181 September 2016, NORFisheriesssued a final
determination (81 FR 68B) that divided thénumpbackwhale into 14 global distinct population
segments (DP$. This ruling also removed the speclegel endangerestatus andlisted four
DPS as endangered, one as threatened, and the liaghaineasdelisted under thetate and
federalESA. Humpbackvhales occurring in thBorthwestAtlantic Oceanare part of the West
IndiesDPS which isnot consideredhreatened or endangerasl part of this ruling. The
humpbackwhale population is stable or growing according to recent abundance estimates. One
stock that is part of the West Indib®Sand relevant to Wginia waters is the Gulf of Maine
stock, which is estimated at 1,396 individuaith a PBR of 22 individuals. Currently, this stock
is nota strategic stockHayeset al.2020) Due toits previous endangered status, humpback
whales were included in the Atlantic large whale TRT and are still managedthisd€RT (72

FR 57104)1t is also consideredneéSGCN in Virginia (DWR 2@5).

The Atlantic HumpbackWhale UMEwas declaredlong the US Atlantic coast April 2017 by
NOAA Fisheries The UMEbegan in January 2016 anads ongoingas of November 2024 his
UME is suspected to be caused by vessel strikes. OBtw&l humpbackwhalesthatstranded
between January 2016 aNdvember 202433, or 14%, stranded in Wginia, including some

with evidence of vessel strikejuries (NOAA Fisherie2024b). With the ongoing UME, there is
increasing evidence that humeaused mortality and injury may be exceeding PBR for the Gulf
of Maine stock, prompting closer examination of its status (Helyas2020).

Occurrence,arbd sA bru ma oot ieansW

Humpbackwhales are distributed along the entire US Atlantic coast, althihegiare more
prominent in higher latitudes (Figubé). Humpback whales make seasonal migrations from

their summer feeding grounds to winter breeding grounds in the West Indies, transiting through
Virginia waters during these migrations (Figui®.2Z'he West Indies DP&onsists of six
subpopulations based on feeding grounds in the North Atlantic (Hages820). Barccet al.

(2002) identified stranded and Insgghted individalsthrough photadentificationin the mid

Atlantic as belonging to three of these subpopulations: Gulf of Maine, Gulf of St. Lawrence, and
Newfoundland. Although recent pheigentification efforts have not matched individuals to
specific subpopulations, resighting ratéknown individuals in the photmentification catalog
suggestumpbackwhales exhibit site fidelity to Mginia waters (Aschettinet al.2022). Barco

et al.(2002) suggested that the mAdlantic waters may serve asipplementainter feeding

grounds for juvenile and occasionally mature animals.
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Live sighting records from vessel and aerial surveys indicatdtinggpbackwhales are
seasonally present inifginia waters from November to April, with the highesincentratios
detectedff of Cape Henry and the mouth of the Chesapeake Bagtbased and aerial
surveys along withlocationdataobtained from tagged individualshowvaried annual
movementspccupyng watersextendng from the mouth oandoccasionallyinsidethe
Chesapeake Bayp theoffshore waters of theontinental shelbreak(Engelhauptt al.2016;
McAlarneyet al.2016; McAlarneyet al.2017; McAlarneyet al.2018;Aschettinoet al.2018;
Aschettinoet al.2019;Cotter 2019; Aschettinet al. 2020s; Aschettinoet al.2020b;Aschettino
et al.2022 Aschettinoet al.2023. Aschettinoet al. (2022) suggesteithatthesewide-ranging
movements may be duevariedoceanographic conditiortausingshifting prey distributiors.
Most of thedetectedanimalswere estimated to be betweera8d12 m in length, indicating that
a large portion ohumpback whales that occurVfirginia watersare juveniles

Strandi ngs

Humpbackwhalesmake up thdighestproportion oflarge whalestrandngsin Virginia. A total

of 65 strandingsvere reported betweet®88and2022 andstrandingaveresignificantly

correlated withyear(R?>=0.16, F(33)=7.31, p<@®5). The increase in strandingsincidedwith

the onset of the UME in 2016 (Figu28). Strandings primarily occurred on oceacing
beachesround Virginia Beach and the northérarrier islandsandnear or inthe mouth of the
Chesapeake Bay, particularly around Cape Henry (F2RixréVost stranded whale§63%) were

in thesize classhat is characteristiof newly independerjtivenile animals (Wileyet al. 1995
Claphamet al. 1999). Onlyfive individuals were larger than 11 m, including a 12.5 m male and
15.4 m female.
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Over half of all strandings occurred in the winter and spring (66%; Fg)r@ndin relatively
similar locations across seasorg(re31). Humpbackwhalestrandingsoccurredthroughout
the annual cyclevith a slightmonthlyuptick in February(Figure32). A total of 35 HI cases
weredocumented between 1988 and 20&2Bich were nearly evenly split betwegshery
interactions and vesssirikes
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Di etFoamdyi ng Want /i3 gi ni a

The primary prey fohumpbackwhales in \frginia waters is thought to be Atlantmenhaden.
Whales have been observed foraging on schools of menhaden lolhakgsedsurveys, and
necropsies of individuals stranded ir¢inia have revealed large numbers of menhaden in the
stomachgVAQS unpublished dataOctober 2028 During vessel and aerial surveys, they have
been observed engaging in luAigedingand more rarelybubblenetforagingbehaviors
(Malletteet al 2018; Cotter 2019)suggding that Virginiamay bean importanhonsummer
feeding area for this species

ReprodAdcdcti vve y WanheWBrgini a

There is currently no indication that reproductive activity occursiigiMa waters.

Additionally, there have been no confirmed reportbvef mother/calf pairer stranded pregnant
femalesn the CommonwealtfiVAQS unpublished dataOctober 2028

Mi nWrealBal @enopterda acutorostrata

Description
Minke whales(Balaenoptera acutorostrajarethesmallest baleen whale in North American
watersandare identifiedoy a distinct white band on their pectoral flippers.

St at us

Minke whales arecategorizeds a species of Least Concern on the IUCN Red List of Threatened
SpeciegCooke 2018bandarenotlisted asendangered or threatened understage and federal
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ESA (DWR 20%). They are also not considered an SGCN in Virginia (DWR 2@&%)r
populations in the Atlantic are recognized: CanadiastCoast, west Greenland, central North
Atlantic, and northeastern North Atlantic (Donovan 1991). Due to limited informattiiorke
whalesin US Atlantic watersare considered part of ti@anadian East Coastbck, whichranges
from the Davis Straibetween Canada and Greenlaodhe Gulf of MexicoThis stock is
currently estimated at 21,968 individualsdis currentlynot considered strategic stockHayes
et al.2022).

An Atlantic Minke Whale UMEwas declaredlong the US Atlantic coast January 201By
NOAA Fisheriesdue to elevated mortalities along the Atlantic coast from Maine to South
Carolina. While the exact cause of this UME is unknown, it is thought to be due to human
interactiors orinfectiousdiseass. Of the 88 whales included in this eveas of November
2024 13 have stranded iWirginia (NOAA Fisherie2024c).

Occur,Dersce ] band oAb oinrdgalnd ear s

Minke whales are a widespread species that occupy temperate, tropical, afatitigk waters,
and are common in the UBonomic Exclusive ZondeEgZ) (Hayeset al.2022; Figure33).
Similar to other baleen whalesjnke whales make seasonal migratiaasandfrom high latitude
summer feeding grounds and low latitude winter breeding grounds. In the \mintiee,whales
move as far south as the southeastern US and BeriBasgead on acoustic datapstdetections
offshoreon the continental sheliere recordetbetweerspringandfall, while mostdetectionsn
pelagic waterbeyondthe shelf break wenecordedetweerSeptembeandApril, indicating
that the southbound migration occurpelagic watersvhile the northbound migration occurs
offshore water¢Clark and Gagno8002; Risclet al.2013; Rischet al.2014).
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Sightings of minke whales from beased and aerial surveys primarily consistingle
individuals, with someobservatios consistingof two individuals. Sightings have occurred year
roundmainly over the continental shati offshore watersThere have also beasightings
nearshore at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay and in pelagic (MatAtarneyet al.2016;
McAlarneyet al.2017; Aschettin@t al.2018; Aschettinet al.2019; Cotter 2019; Aschettiret
al. 2020a; Aschettinet al.2020b; Aschettin@t al. 2023). To date, aly oneindividual was
possiblyobserved feeding Virginia waterg(Cotter 2019).

Strandi ngs

A total of 22 minke whalesstrandedn Virginia betweenl988and2022 ranging fronzeroto

four strandings annually. However, strandings have increased within the last 10 years, coinciding
with the onset of the 2017 UME (Figusd). Strandingsvere equal across seasons and months

and dd not have a predominant peak. No strandimgsurredn the month of July. Nineninke

whales stranded with evidence of, itostly consisting of fishery interaction caseth at least

one vessel strike and one case of debris ingestion (Md@8blished dataOctober 2028
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Minke whales feed on copepods, zooplankisuch as northerfMeganyctiphanes norvegica
and arctiq Thysanoessa raschkrill), andforage fish(such as sand lanédmmodytes
americanu¥, capelin(Mallotus villosu3, and herrinyj(Gavrilchuket al.2014). Whileminke
whales primalty feed in their northern summer grounds, they m@yortunisticallyfeed in
Virginia watersbased ormone aerial survey sighting of a minke whale possibly engaged in
foraging behavior (Cotter 2019)

ReprodActc t ivvidryg i anth ealvV W

There are no reports of reproductive activity ingihia. Virginia waters are considered transit
watersto an unknown southern migratory endpdunther southwheretheyoverwinterand
breed(Rischet al.2014) A neonaal minke whale strandedlive in northeastern bdrth Carolina

in Jaruary 2005 during an extreme weather event. The individual retained visible fetal lines and
was estimated to be less than two monthsTie. whalevas euthanizednd subsequently
necropsiedut auseof deathcouldnotbedeterminedThis strandingoincided with ashort
finnedpilot whale mass strandirgyentthatinvolved over 50 individualsand weathewas
suspected to ba& contributing factoto both incidets (VAQS unpublished dataOctober 2028

FiwihalBal @enoptegra physal us

Description
Fin whales(Balaenoptera physaldigire the second largest whale species found in the world,
with blue whales beingthelargest
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St at us

The IUCN Red Listategorizedin whales as Vulnerable (Cooke 2@)L8in whalesare listed as
state and federallgndangerednd are a SGCN in Virginia DWR 2®5). Fin whales along the
Atlantic coast from Florida tthe southeastern coast of Newfoundland are recognized as the
western North Atlantic stock. There is debate over stock boundaries in the Atlantic Ocean and
whetherthe North Atlantic is a single stock comprisegnultiple stocks or subpopulations. The
stock is currently estimated aB62 individuals. This stock is consideredteategic stock

because of itendangeredtatus(Hayeset al.2022).Moreover total fishery-related mortality

and serious injurgxceedd 0 % of t h e and it mandgédsde tReBARantic large
whaleTRT (72 FR 57104)Current population trends are unknown (Hagkal.2022).

Occur,Dersce ] band oAb oinrtga randi ear WV

Fin whales are globally distributed arelativelycommon in the US EEZ from Cape Hatteras
northward (Figure35). Theyhave been detected as far south as the southeastern US, primarily in
pelagic waterin their southernmost range (Daeisal. 2020) andmajor feeding areas include

the waters off oNew England anthe Gulf of St. Lawrence. Unlike other baleen whdies,

whales are not believed toakeannuallatitudinalseasonal migrations, but their distribution
variesseasonallyfHayeset al.2022). Edwardet al. (2015) foundmorefin whales wergresent

at higher latitudes, primarily northern US waters into Canada, in warmer montasl@ndr

latitudes in cooler monthslowever, not all whales folloadthis distributional pattern
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Acoustic surveys detectdoh whales in \irginia waters yearound Detections were greatest
betweermAugustandApril and lowest between May and JWocalizationswere detectedver
the entirecontinental shelf (Davist al. 2020, but it should be noted thanfwhale vocalizations
can be detected nearly 100 km from the source (Stimpatt2015 andidentifying the location
of thesound sourcevas notconductedn the Daviset al. (2020) studyBoatbased and aerial
surveys commonly sightdth whalesoff Virginia in all seasons. The majority of sightings
occurredoffshore but some sightings occurredarshoreandin pelagic water¢McAlarney et

al. 2016; Malletteet al.2017; McAlarneyet al.2017; Aschettineet al.2018; McAlarneyet al.
2018; Cotter 2019; Aschettired al. 2020s; Aschettinoet al. 2022 Aschettinoet al.2023;
Aschettinoet al.2024). Location data obtained frorwb fin whales tagged in 20Zhowed they
remainedexclusivelyin offshorewaterswith periodic easto westand west to easluctuations
in their movement patterrigschettinoet al. 2022).

Virginia Marine Mam@@8R5Conservation Pl an 48



Strandings

Therewerea total of 1ZXin whale strandings in ¥ginia from 1988 to 2022. Half of the

strandings occurred on ocetatingbeaches, and the other half occurred in Chesapeake Bay

The majority of strandings occurred in the winter (February and March), with one stranding each
in April, September, and Decembé&ive whales stranded with evidence of pilimarily

consisting of vessel collisions

Di et and Wiomraqigrnieag sWn

Fin whales primarily consume euphausi{@sll) , but also consume copepods, cephalopods, and
fish (Flinnet al.2002). Finwhales have been observed feeding irgMia watersduringaerial
surveys (Cotter 2019).

ReprodAcce i ivvidryg Winth eV s

No reproductive activity has been reported irgihia waters. Mating and calving grounds are
unknown. Hairet al. (1992) suggested that calving occurs along-Atidntic latitudes from
October to January based on neonatal stranding data, but this has not been confirmed.

SewhalBal @enoptegra boreal i s

Description
Seiwhales(Balaenoptera boreal)shave a tall, hooked dorsal fin, aacke often identified by
their columnar, bushy bloyattern

Status

Sei whales areategorizeds endangered in theCN Red Listandunder the state and federal
ESA (Cooke 2018; DWR 2025. However, heyare not considered an SGCN in Virginia (DWR
2025).The Nova Scotia stock is thaly stock ofsei whalesthatis currently recognizeuh the
Atlantic Oceanhowevertherearetwo distinct feeding grounds in the Gulf of Maine and
Labrador Seghat may suppouifferent stocksThe Nova Scotiatock is currently estimated
between 3,098 an@l292 individuals Becausesei whales are endangered, this stock is
considered atrategic stockPopulation trends are unknown (Haystsal.2022).

Occur,Dersce j band oAb ninrtgaWnt e r s

The Nova Scotia stock primarily occupitbe deeper waters of the continental shiedin the

Gulf of Maineto Newfoundland (Figur86). Spring and summer are the primary seasens

whales are seen in US waters, ranging from off New England to the Gulf of Maine. The southern
limit of theirrangeis unknown, but they have been detected via acoustic survpgtagic

waters offthe southeastern U&astexclusivelyin thewinter. They are thought to make

seasonal migrations from New England uphteir summefeeding grounds i€anadian waters
(Daviset al.2020; Haye=t al.2022).

Virginia Marine Mam@@8R5Conservation Pl an 49


https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/sei-whale

Number of individuals/100 sq km
Bl 10
Bl 40-63
Bl 25-40
Hlis-25
1.0-16
0.63 - 1.00
0.40 - 0.63
0.25 - 0.40
0.16 - 0.25
0.10 - 0.16
0 0.063 - 0.010
I 0.040 - 0.063
I 0.025 - 0.040
B 0.016 - 0.025
I 0.000 - 0.016

o1 171 1]
0 125 250 500 Kilometers

Fi gBs8Model ed amsenimhall emaeleams UBAyt laalnotnigc tchokazdll2.3)Robert s

In themid-Atlantic region,sei whalevocalizationsvere detected yeaound across the

continental shelf bulletectionsvere greater in the wintet theshelf break (Davigt al.2020).

One sighting of two sei whal@s pelagic watersccurredduringa boatbased survey in January
2017(Engelhauptt al.2018).In addition four sei whales were spotted in deep continental shelf
and pelagic waterduring an aerial survey conducted in April 2QCtter 2019)Although

feeding was not observed, the sightings coincided with a time of high copepod density, possibly
indicating thatei whales were drawn to the areaprey.

Strandings

There hae beenfour sei whale strandings in iginia watersbetweenl988and2022. Three of

the strandings occurred within Chesapeake Bay, while the fourth occurred on the Virginia Beach
oceanfrontOne strandin@ccurred ineach ofthefollowing months:February March May and
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August There werdhreesei whale strandings with evidence of ,Hilll of which were vessel
collisions

Di et and HargagtiemgsNM n V
Seiwhales in the North Atlantic primarily eat euphausiids and copepods @laln2002). Due
to the low number of observations imr§inia, it is unknown ifsei whales feed irthe region

ReprodAcce i ivvidryg Winth eV s

There are no reports of reproductive activity ingihia waters.

Pinnipeds (True seal s)
Har borPhSeal )i tul i na

Description
Harborseals(Phoca vituling are relatively small seathat havea gray to brown coat on the
back with pale rings and oval sp¢deffersoret al.2007).

St at us

Harborseals areconsidered a species of Least Concern on the IUCN Re@ bisty 2016)and
arenot listed astate or federallyhreatened or endanger@WR 2025; Hayeset al.2022).

They are also not considered an SGENirginia (DWR 2025).Harborseals in \irginia are
considered part of theestern North Atlantic population, which, based on mitochondrial DNA
analyses, appeats be vastly differenfrom theeastern North Atlantic populatiofStanleyet al.
1996) This stock is currently estimated at 61,336 individuals. This stock is not considered
depleted or atrategic stockHayeset al.2022).

TheNortheast Pinniped UMvas declaredlong the US Northeast coastJuly 201%y NOAA
Fisheriesand included harbor and gréytalichoerus grypus atlantigaseals The extent of the

UME rangedrom Maine to \irginia. The preliminary cause for this UMEasphocine

distemper virusAlthoughharborseals primarilyoccurin the northeastern US (Maine, New
Hampshire, and Massachuskgtfi© out of the 3,152 sealsvolvedin this event stranded in

Virginia with evidence of phocine distemper virus. This UME was active until March 2020 but is
still pending closure (NOAArisherie2023).

Occur,Dersce ] band oAb oinrtga radi ear W
Harborseals are a coastal pinniped species present throughagrtheastand midAtlantic
regions They are present yeasundon their breeding grounds CanadandMaine.Harbor
sealpresence in Yginia waters is seasonal, witibservations of seals at known haul sites
usually beginning in the fall and extending ithe spring (Haye®t al.2022; Ampeleet al.
2023; Guingset al.2023; Jones and Rees 2023).

In the decades since the firetords ofuveniles in poor condition appeared in thiegihia
stranding databasbkarborseal presence iNirginia hasbemme a regular occurrenead
seasonal hatdutsiteshave become firmly establishesiurveydata from 2015 to 2023 indicate
the number of seajgresent in Wginia duringthe nonbreeding seasas relatively stable, with
someannual fluctuationsA mean abundance estimate of 198 individuals was calculated for
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Virginia using boabased survey data collected from 2015 to 2023 (Jones and Rees 2023).
Survey and tagging data fro2@18 to 202Xkhow certain locations that have consistent seasonal
usage as hawdut sites, such as tli#hesapeake Bay Bridge Tunn€BBT) Islands, Smith

Island, and, most recently, Fisherman Island. Individuals have begghted on the same haul
out locations across successive years, suggesting a certain degreéddélgid Ampelaet al.

2023; Jones and Rees 2023). While it wasiptsly thought only juveniles and subadults
moved soutlof the New York/New Jersey Bighall age classes dlrborseals have been
documented in VWginia waters (Ampelat al.2023).

Boatbased surveys, camera traps, Eationdataobtained frontagged individualshave led to
a better understanding bérborseal habitat utilization in Wginia. Harborseals are consistently
present from November to April, with the highest abundadoeamented betweelanuaryand
March. They have been seen as early as Octobesesamd tdeave the area between March and
May (Ampelaet al. 2023; Guinset al.2023; Jones and Rees 202ZRgging data identified core
habitat near the tagging location beh#withIsland and farther north on the Eastern Shore near
Hog and Parramore Islandshile the oceanfront areas of Virginia Beaghre rarely utilized
(Ampelaet al.2023).Thesesamesurveysand location data hawaso revealethabitat
preferences. €rtain seals exclusivelysed haubut sitesat theCBBT Islandsor knownsites on
the Eastern Shore, whitghersutilized both areas (Jones and Rees 20®&jlitionally, some
taggedsealsexclusivelyusedChesapeake Bay inshorewaterswhen not hauledut (Ampelaet
al. 2023).

Strandi ngs

A total of 106 harborseal strandingsvere reportedn Virginia betweenl988and2022 These
strandings comprisesil%of all pinniped stranding& = 206) in in the CommonwealttHarbor
seals have consistently stranded iingvhia since 1991 for an average of 3.0 strandings per year,
but as larger, healthier individuals have establishedtatslin the region, the number of
strandings has declined (Figu8@. Strandings were concentrated near the soutrasnf
Assateaguésland,around Fisherman Island, aatbngthe oceanfront beaches of Virginia Beach
(Figure38). Strandingsof known sizewereprimarily juveniles (Reevest al. 1992; Geraci and
Lounsbury 2005).
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Similar to sightings, sanding records show distinseasongbatternswith winter (53%, n=56)

and spring (38%, n=40) having the highesmber ofstrandinggFigure39). While there were

only a few strandings in the summer and fall, these primarily occurredeamfacingbeaches,
compared to strandings in the winter and spwihgch occurrechlongnearshore andcean
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facing shorelinegFigure40). The months of April (25%, n=26) and January (22%, n=23) had
the highest number of strandings (Figdig. No strandingsvere reported betweekugustand
October.Thirteenharborseals have stranded with evidence of klny with evidence of fishery
interactionsincluding multiple cases afecreational hook and line gear and shotgun pellets,
neither of which have beaommonly seen in other marine mamntalst stranded in Virginia
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Di etFoamdyi nggi nie¥ sWa

Harborseal diet in \irginia waters is known only from stomach contents of stranded individuals.
Ingestedprey species included hal&tlantic herring,Atlantic cod Gadus morhupg pollock
(Pollachius viren} shortfinned squid lex illecebrosu$, sand lance, andinter
(Pseudopleuronectes americapasid windowpaneScophthalmus aquosusounder (Bowen

and Harrison 198 Tothet al.2018).

ReprodAce ti ivvidr\ygi anth eV WV

Reproductive activity has not been observedingiviia waters.

Ot hPAbci ds

Based orstranding records tleerphocidsthat arepresent in \fginia waters includeyray seals
harp seal¢Pagghilus groenlandicg andhooded seal@Cystophora cristata The IUCN Red
List categorizegray andharpseals as Least Concern, whileodedseals areonsidered
Vulnerable(Kovacs 2015; Bowen 2018&ovacs 201%h None of these seal species staeor
federally listedastrategic stockor an SGCNDWR 2®5; Hayeset al.2020; Haye®t al. 2021;
Hayeset al.2022).Harp andhoodedseals are ice seal speciasad heonly records of these seals
in Virginia areof strandedndividualsthat are siclor injuredandwell outside of their normal
range Grayseal presence inixginia waters is sporadic and occurs in the winter and early
spring.Though their presence inirginia watersmay be becoming moregular,gray seal
sightingsfrom boatbased surveys and camera trapstypically of only a few indidualsfound
at harbor seal haudut sitegGuinset al.2023 Jones and Rees 2023hese animals are
considered to beutside of theinormalrangeandlikely to beweanlingsor marginalized seals.
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Strandings range from being rdog hooded seals to occurring almost annutdhygray and harp
seals

Sirenians (Manatees)
FloridaTMacheedus magnatus | atirost

Descri pti on

FloridamanateegTrichechus manatus latirostjisa subspecies of the West Indiaanatee
(Trichechus manatgsare largenerbivorousnarinemammals with a spoeshaped tail that
occupy marine, brackish, and freshwater systems.

St at us

Unlike other marine mammals inifginia waters, Floridananatees arfederallymanaged by
USFWS. The West Indiamanatee is considered vulnerable by the IUi&dause of the low
number of mature individuals and expected rate of decline from habitat loss and anthropogenic
factors Deutschet al.2008). Floridamanatees were considered endangered undstdateand
federalESA until 2017 when they wereclassified as threaten@dSFWS D23). They arealso

an SGCN in Virginia(DWR 2@®5). Although managed together as one stoclkyr management
units are currently recognizettite Atlantic Coast and the upper St. Johns River units, both of
which are on the Atlanti€oast side; and the Northwest Florida and Southwest Florida units,
which are both on the GuBfoast.Floridamanatees were estimated at 8,810 individuals based on
aerial surveys from 2015 to 2016 (Hostedernl.2018).Because of thethreatenedtatus
Floridamanatees are considered depleiad astrategic stockUSFWS 2023).

The Atlantic Florida Manate® ME was declaredlong the east coast of FloridteMarch 2021

by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commissionthed)SFWS The evenbegan in
December 202@ndis ongoing The UMEis associated with phytoplankton blooms and seagrass
loss in the Indian River Lagoon agidenced by thaigh number ofmalnourishednanatees.

This UME is primarily impacting the Atlantic Coast management unit, which has the slowest
populationgrowth rate of the four management unitsisTimitwas considered stable or growing
prior to the UME but tre recent high mortalitwill likely impact overallpopulation trends
(Hostetleret al.2018; USFWS 2023).

Occurrence, Di stributiWwan,erand Abun
Floridamanatee presence inrginia waters is seasonal. Manatees are thermally intolefant
watertemperaturg below 16 °C, and their movements are generally driven by water
temperatures. In the winter, Florid@natees are restricted to the inland and coastal waters of
peninsular Forida, where they utilize warm water sitesch as naturaprings anghower plant
dischargs. During other seasons, manatees disperse and have been seen as far north as
Massachusett$ndividuals within @chmanagement unieturnto the same warmwinter sites
annually. Movements occur between utiitst areonthe samd-lorida coast, but movements
between the Atlantic Coast and Gulf Coastnagement unitgre rareManateeshat venture

into Virginia waters are likely from the management units on the Atlantic @b&3brida
(USFWS 2023).
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Information on Floridananateeoccurrencein Virginia waters come primarily from sighting

data from 1991 to 2012. Manatees have been sightealgimi waters since 1991, and sightings

were highest during the fowyear period from 2009 to 2012. Sightings were most common

during the months of June to October when water temperatures were above 20°C. Sightings have
occurred as early as May and as late ageNtber. Sightings were concentrated around Virginia
Beach, primarily in rivers and creeksut manateghave beemeportedn the James River near
Richmondand in the Maryland portion of Chesapeake Bay (VA@Bublished dataOctober

2023 Cummingsetal. 2014). These data suggest Florilanatees are annual visitors to

Virginia waters, and their presence may be increasing (Cumratrays2014).

Strandi ngs

SevenFloridamanatee strandings halleen documented Virginia waters from 1998 to 2022.
Five of thesevenstrandings were livanimalsconsideredo be well outside of their ranged

but appearetb leavethe statdbased on the fact that sightings ceasedtlaatho carcassswere
everrecoveredThe other two strandings wetarcasseand the only documented HI casese
had healed vessel strike scars and the other had blunt trauma consistbetngitinapped i@
lock structure near where the carcass was recov8teahdings primarily occurred in rivers and
creekswithin the city limits of Virginia Beach and Norfolk. With the exceptionariestranding

in January, strandings have exclusively occurred from June to November.

Di etFoamdyi ng Want /i g gi ni a

Floridamanatees are herbivorous and feed on a variety of vegetation. Wiildigtés
unknown wienin Virginia waters, dominandubaquativegetation species in the area include
eelgrass4{ostera marinaandwidgeon grassRuppia maritimaOrth et al.2015) which
manatees consunie other locationgAllen et al.2022).Manates havealsobeen observed
foraging on terrestrial vegetation accessible from the banks of watenwiag$ has been
observed in other habitats devoid of subaquatic vegetg@ioBarco personal communication
October 3, 2023

ReprodAdctcti vve y WanheWVWBrgini a

Reproductive activity has not been observed in Virginia waters.

Li miting Fact or sandCaQtsheesr oTfh rMeoa

Marine Mammals I n Virginia

A host of factors both related to human activities and of natural origin affect marine mammal
populations and their habitats. Any federal action that is proposed which may affect protected
marine species results in a consultation and review process beheeggency proposing the
action and agency overseeing federal protections. For marine mammals, NOAA Fisheries or
USFWS is consulted through eithtae ESA section 7or MMPA incidental takeconsultation
process. Incidental takes for commercial fisheries are consulted separately uhdierirtle
Mammal Authorization PrograiMMAP). Additionally, a review process is required for any
federal funding, permit, or work by a federal agency througiNtienal Environmental Policy
Act (NEPA) under the Environmental Protection Agency. The extent to which private entities
must comply with these policies depends on the location, action, and funding seuece (

private dredge company funded by the US Army Corps of Engineers [USACOE] must comply,
commercial fishers using gear that may take marine mammals as bycatch must comply;
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commercial fishers in state waters using gear not deemed to take sea turtles or marine mammals
do not need to comply). Therefore, many actio
undergo a review process to assess the magnitude of the impact andawdtbe mitigated

and monitored.

Li miting Factors

While offshore species may be present yreaind, occurrence of marine mammals in Virginia
coastal waters is typically limited by either seasmgy.temperatures) or prey availability. For
instance, North Atlantic right whales are considered transient visitors that inhabit Virginia waters
during their latitudinal migrations between the summer feeding grounds and winter calving
grounds. Their migradn is seasonal, and occurrence in nearshore waters is strongly correlated
with sea surface temperatures.He horthern feeding grounds, right whale occurrence is linked

to dense patches of zooplankton, especially late stage calanoid copepods (Bauetgattner

2007). Similarly, winter presence of humpback whales in Virginia waters appears to be linked to
ambient temperature and prey densgy(menhaden).

Causes of Mortality and Serious I n

Mortality and serious injury in marine mammals are due to a wide variety of causes. With the
exception of discrete, large scale mortality events due to disegsea@rbillivirus UME),

biotoxin exposured.g.brevetoxicosis and domoic acidosis) mass stranding evexihvolving

two ormore animalstranding at the same time and plaeecluding mothecalf pairs there is a
general paucity of information regarding natural causes of mortality and their effects on marine
mammal stocks. For many marine mammal populations, a significant sodkmevai mortality

and serious injury is related to human activity; however, the level of such mortality has been
challenging to documenAdditionally, compounding sublethal effects of human activity (e.g.
vessel noise, low level contaminants, harassment, climactic temperature rise) are difficult to
assess and often do not reeeilie attention they deserve but are prevalent and exigent
nonetheless.

Ant hropogenic Mortality and Morbid
Mortalities and impairment leading to mortalities are frequently the result of human activities,
whether incidental or intentional. Such interactions, whether lethal or sublethal, are termed
AHuman | ntintentianaltmarimennsadmal takes, such as cetacean drive fisheries and
seal hunts for human consumption, are only legal in the US where indigenous people are
permitted a certain number of subsistence taigsAlaska). In Virginia waters, there are no
permitted subsistence hurasthe time of the writing (2025) Incidental takes resulting from
activities not specifically targeting marine mammalgy(bycatch) are assumed to represent a
greater threat to marine mammals in Virginia watkas intentional takes$ncidental takes
typically fall into one of three categories, namely those caused by interaction with a fesgery (
entanglement in nets or pot gear, hooking in longline fishery, etc.), interaction with a eagsel (
vessel collision, propeller woundingredge interactiorgtc.) and pdution (e.g.ingestion of
marine debris, entanglement in ghost fishing gear, noiseamdminantsetc.).

Di sturbance and Har assment

Disturbance and harassment are common and persistent interactions between marine mammals
and humans. While the impacts of disturbance and harassment are usually temporary and
sublethal, impacts can compound with other sublethal impacts. Disturbanceczarsbeé by a

number of anthropogenic activities.§.noise pollution, fisheries activitiewijldlife viewing,
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etc.). Vessel traffic, including vessel nossdother anthropogenic noise.§.geophysical

surveys, sonar, pile driving, etcand other human interferencan cause significant disturbance
through various animal reactions, including avoidamioer displacement from an area, cessation
of vocalization and other social behaviaadalterations in foraging behavior (Nowaocekal.
2001; Papalet al.2011;Sciacceet al 2017. Such disturbancean ultimately impacan animal
energetically, such ascreased energetic costs avoiding an area or decreased energetis costs
food consurption decrease@Norenet al.2017).Seals at haubut sites on the CBBT arteastern
Shore of Virginia ESVA) increased their time returning to the kaut sites after flushing due

to vessel presence over thgé&ar study perioffom an average d hoursduring the first study
year to 14 hours during the last study at the CBBT-batikite and from 4 to 13 hours at the
ESVA hautout site(Guinset al.2023). Frequent disturbance can interfere with seal resting
behavior which can reduce overall fitnessa mannesimilar to vessel and noise disturbance
discussed above

Under the MMPA, harassment includes feeding, attempting to feed, approaching, interacting,
touching/petting, and swimming with marine mammals. These achagscausenarine

mammalgo change their natural behavipsich as seeking out humans for fdoe;one less

cautious around humans and/or bpatgesult inindividualsgettingseparated froreach other
especially mother/calf and mother/pup pairs. Examples of harassment in Virginia waters include
approaching or interacting with seals that are haatgan land, feeding or watering manatees in
marinas, and chasing dolphins or whales with vesBeltlenose dolphinsonditioned to

humansi(e. begging,depredating, etcih Sarasota Bay, Florida, passed down this learned
behavior to other dolphins and were more likely to become injargdvessel strike,
entanglementhook ingestionChristianseret al.2016. Impacts of disturbance and harassment
may also occur simultaneously, as observed in spinner dol@Btese]la longirostrisoff the

coast of Egypt where their resting behavior was disrupyatle presence of swimmers and

vessels (Fumagaléit al.2018). In response, dolphins may have to alter their natural resting
behavior, such as choosing a less optimal resting location or adopting irregular sleeping patterns,
ultimately impacting other activities necessary for survival.

Otheractivities such as dredging, marine constructisaientific researctand fishing are

regulated andequirepermits when activities may include harassmentVirginia, harassment of
dolphins, whales, manateesd seals has been observed and reported to the stranding network
(VAQS unpublished dataOctober 2023)Professional ecotourism operations usually voluntarily
follow marine mammal wildlife watching guidelindsutanecdotal observation from whale

watch and research vessels suggestitgageneral public does nagularlyfollow these
guidelineswvhennearmarine mammals onshore or from vessiglany members of the general
public are unaware that marine mamiiealeralprotections include disturbance aratdssment.

In cases where an animal or small group of animals remains in an area for an extended time
period, outreach to local residents or casual observers usually mitigates the harasshent, but
public does not always respond positively to guidance offered by stranding responders as they
have no law enforcemeatithority.

Fi shery I nteractions

Fishery interactions with marine mammals are relatively common in numerous species. The
scope of mortality and serious injury due to fishemésractions are not known, due in part to
the lack of adequate fisheries observer coverage and the challenging nature of forensic
evaluation of stranded animals.acute mortality cases, the cause of death in fisheries
interactions is often related to underwater entrapnmeegtquffocation/drowning; Mooret al.
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2013). If initially survived, fisherinteractions can lead to chronic conditions with increased
morbidity, such as infection, physica&l.§.skeletal) deformation, energetic impairment due to
impaired foraging, and a general failure to thrive (Magiral. 2013). Commercial fisheries are
classified into one afhree categorielbased on the level of incidental mortality and serious injury
observed: Category 1 (frequent interactip@ategory 2 (occasional interactionaid Category

3 (remote likelihood of/no known interactigd$OAA Fisherie2023d).

From stranding datdishery interactions are the most common type of HI observed in Virginia
waters. ThemiAt | antic gillnet fishery is t,wkle Common\
the Chesapeake Bay inshore gilinet, Atlantic blue crab trap/potAttadtic menhaden purse

seine, midAtlantic haul/beach seine, and tieginia pound net fishery are all Category 2
fisheries(NOAA Fisheries 2023d)irginia stranding and entanglement data include fishery
interactions with pound nets, gillnets, cralptpt lines, and various unidentified rope/loear

the latter being consistent with, but not indicative of, a fishery interaction. Numerous mortalities
of cetaceans pound nets and gilinets&ave been documentéarough stranding response

(VAQS unpublished dataOctober2023). Additionally, reports and sightings of live and dead
bottlenose dolphins entangled in crab pot gear are not unconMAG)S unpublished data
October2023). Other times, gear may no longer be attgdh@adever, animals havgature

marks andabrasions consistent with different gear types, such as twisted gvnpdund net)
monofilament netd.g.qgill net); or braided pot warpe(g.pot buoy line). Deceased bottlenose
dolphins with ligature marks and abrasions are recovered by VAQS annually. Marine mammal
species such as bottlenose dolphins, humpback whales, and seals may also interact with or ingest
recreationglor commercial hook and/or line gear (VA@8published dataOctober2023).

Hooks can become embedded externally and line camtewrapped around the body,
appendages, mouth, tegti baleen. While fishery interactions with bottlenose dolphins are the
most common, they have also been documenttdharbor porpoises, shebeaked common
dolphins, humpback whales, minke whales, fin whales, North Atlantic right whales, harbor seals,
and gray seals in Virginia waters (VAQ®published dataOctober2023).

Marine mammals in federal waters may interact with the Atlantic Ocean large pé&bagiine
fishery, a Category 1 fishery, or the sdlantic mid-water trawl and midAtlantic bottom trawl
fisheries both of which are Category 2 fisheri&randed species in Virginia with evidence of
fisheries interactions include Atlantic whiséded dolphins, dwarf sperm whales, Ieingned

pil ot whal es, and umfpublished dataOctblei2q23).5imcs thesey A Q S
interactions occur in offshore waters withesies that infrequently strand, it is difficult to assess
the frequency of these interactidnem stranding data alon®nemethod to assess offshore
fishery interactionss through federal fisheries observer programs. Data from federal observers
areused to estimate bycatch rates and serious injury and mortality for marine mstocksalby
fishery management area.§.not on a statéy-state basis)For example, 77 serious injuries and
one mortality were observed in the western North Atlantic stock of-8hagrd pilotwhales

from 2015 to 2019 in waters from MaineRtoridafor an estimate of 136 serious injuries and
mortalties annually (Hayest al.2022).

Fishery interactions with marine mammals in Virginia waters are currently documented through
the Northeast Fisheries Observer Program (NEFOP) and managed thRUgINOAA

Fisheries is authorized to place trained observers on Category 1 or 2 fishing vessels and on
certain Category 3 vessels. The mitlantic gillnet, Atlantic Ocean large pelagiongline, mid
Atlantic mid-water trawl, and midAtlantic bottom water trawl all have annudatieralobserver
coverage, although the percentage of coverage vaoestatemanaged fisheriesimited
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federal observertoverage has occurredtime mid-Atlantic menhaden purse seine, while no

federal observetoverage has occurred in the Chesapeake Bay inshore gillneAthamdic

haul/beach seine, Virginia pound net, and Atlantic blue crab trap/pot. TRTs for large whales (
humpback, fin, and North Atlantic right whales), bottlenose dolphins, and harbor porpoises

manage gear requirements for gillnets, pound nets, and trap/pots through gear markings, weak

links or rope {.e. an attachment or portion of the rope that breaks at a lower strength than the rest

of the rope) mesh size regulations, and seasonal closures among other fa2t6f 5710471

FR 2477663 FR 6646} In offshore waters, a TRT for the Atlantic Ocean pekagiegline

fishery mandates mainline lengths and careful handling and release of bycaught cetaceans,

mainly shortandlongf i nned pil ot whal AFR23848 Ri sso0s dol p

Fishery interactioawith marine mammals statemanaged fisheries from tls¢aterun observer
program differ fromnteractions observed stranding data. ThRIRC observer program was
developed in 2016rimarily to monitor Atlantic sturgeonAcipenser oxyrinchus oxyrinchus
bycatch. During the & observed trips conducted by the MRC Protected Species Observer
Program from 2016 to August 2024, the program recorded zero marine mammar heksste
managedisheries that were observed includadchoredgill net (501 trips); drift gill net (52

trips); stakedgill net (20 trips); beamtrawl (47 trips); haul seine(3 trips); poundnet (2 trips); and
electrofishing (7rips; MRC unpublished dataNovember 2024 Of thesethe MRC estimates
that253trips were conducted in typical marine mammal haloitagillnet gear that may interact
with marine mammaljsncluding gillnet, pound netind haul sein&Gillnet trips targetedtriped
bass Spanish macket (Scomberomorus maculajusndspiny dogfish(Squalus acanthigs

Haul seine and pound net gear are-spacific gear types that target all species moving close to
shore.

Vessel Stri kes

The commonality of vessel interactions varies considerably by species. Odontocete species
sustain watercraft injuries far less frequently than mystic€esverselyyvessel interactions are
regulaty documented itargewhalespeciesthat inhabit coastal watersuch as North Atlantic
right whales, fin whales, and humpback whdEnsen and Silber 2003; Dougésal. 2008),

with up to one third of strandings of these species in some regions involving vessel interactions
(Laistet al.2001). Vessel interactions can range from sublethal injuries with little effect, to
chronic, insidious injuries, to catastrophic interactions with immediate fatality (Mbaide

2013). Vessel collisions can result in blunt force traueng. kematomas, contusions, bone
fractures) with or without forced submergepnslearp force traumae(g.incising propeller or
skeg/rudder wounds) andccasionallyexsanguinationdepending on the wound depth and
locationn or chop wounds involving both incising and drumgy injuries (Rommegét al 2007,
Mooreet al 2013). In North Atlantic right whales, severity of propeller injury appears to be
correlatedwith injury location (Sharget al.2019), and this is likely true for all species. A wide
range of vessel/propellor sizes have been implicated in serious injury and mortality of baleen
whales

The coastal waters of Virginia have high levels of vessel traffic siatgghome to the Norfolk
Naval Station, the largest naval installation in the waidl the Port of Virginia in Portsmouth,
Virginia, the sixth busiest port in the UBSACOE 2017) In addition, Virginia also hosts a
healthycommercial fishing indusgrwith over 700 commercial fishing vessédiscumented in
Virginia in theUS Coast Guard Merchant vessel regiasyof November 2024. Of theslee
majority (n =611, 83%) were less than Sfe@etin length 103fishing vessels (14%yvere listed
as 5099 feef and 23fishing vesselsvere 100 feet or greatéfhe number of registered
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commerciafishing vesseain coastal and bayfront Virginia countiegsrelatively stable frm
2016 to 2024DWR unpublished dataNovember 2024 In addition to commeial vessels,
Virginia has high numbers of recreational vessel registraitoosastal and bayfront countjes
with more than 33,000 vessels greater than 20 feet in leegistered in 2024 as of November
(DWR unpublished dataNovember 2024 The number ofecreational’essels in thessounties
show an increasing trend since 2Qit6all length categorigsvith 99% of vessel£32,973)
between 20 and 49 feet in lengthessel traffic ranges from personal watercraft to commercial
container ships and military aircraft carriev&essels using Automated Identification System
(AIS, required for commeral vessels 6%eet or greater in leng}hutilize much ofthe
Chesapeake Bay and surrounding coastal water(frysre 2).

In species that inhahinshoreand nearshorevaters,injuries consistent with vessel strikes have
been documented in stranded bottlenose dolphins, fin whales, minke whales, humpback whales,
sei whales, North Atlantic right whales, and Florida manatees (V&@8blished dataOctober
2023).North Atlantic right whales appear to be more susceptible to vessel strdesther

marine mammals, with 43% of North Atlantic right whale strandings in Virdiaiang evidence

of vessel strikes (VAQ8npublished dataOctober 2023). Furthevessel strikes wer

responsible for 42% dfiorth Atlantic right whalaeleaths reportedlongthe US Atlantic coast

from 2003 to 2018 (Shamt al.2019).Although vessel strikes have been documented less
frequently in other large whale specied/inginia watersfrom stranding recordshese species

still are at risk Tagging data from humpback whalesVirginia found spatial overlap between
whale movements and shipping channels leading to and within the Chesapeake Bay. Fin and
minke whales were also observed in the shipping channels, though less frequently (Asehettino
al. 2020a).

Although there is less spatial overlap between marine mammals and vessels in afishore
pelagicwaters, marine mammals are still at risk of vessel interactions. Deeper waters of the
continental shelf to waters past the shelf break are US Navy operating and training areas. A study
conducted on the detectability of various cetaceans by US Navy loeleoas found all
analyzed groups had a high probability of rem
easiest to detect followed by sperm whales andllscetaceans, which were the most difficult to
detect (Oedekoven and Thomas 2022). Naval ships are just one example of the type of vessel
utilizing offshore watersOthervessel typesclude commercial ships and fishing vessels of all

sizes. The exact impact of vessel strikes in offshore waters is difficult to assess due to the low
likelihood of such an event being witnessed and subsequently reported. While strandirgy record
can document the occurrences of vessel interactions, it cannot discern wisgn&eleccurred.

Exstii ng detdieom$ to mitigate vessel strikes in \
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Pol l uti on

Marine mammals are affected by pollution in many overt and subtle ways. Pollution comes in
many obvious formssuch as trash or marine debmsg Great Pacific trashgyr@d nd fAghost o
fishing geay or moreinsidious forms incluthg noise €.g.noise generated by midequency

active sonar, seismic survewsd motorized vesselshhe direct effects afiebris and noise

pollution are documemrtd inindividual animals; however, the population level effects are

difficult to estimate. In addition to trash and ghost gear, microplastic debris is becoming a

concern foiits impacton many species.

Debris

Debris impacts marine mammals in Virginia waters in the form of mamd macreplastics and

other debris of various sizes and composition. Microplastics are small plastic particles that are <
5 mm, such as microbeads, pellets, or fragments from larggtigpieces, while macigastics
includes all plastic particles > 5 mm (NOAarine Debris Prograr@021). Debris in the marine
environment primarily comes from latichsed sources, such as litter transported by way of storm
drains or runoff, but also comdérom watetbased sources, such as derelict fishing gear and trash
intentionally or unintentionally discarded from vessels (Regettat.2021). The Virginia

stranding record has documented the ingestion of and entanglement in marine debris among
bottlenose dolphins, minke whales, sei whales, harbor seals, and harp seals and included items
such as plastic bags, a partial DVD cas®l fishing line and hook¥ AQS unpublished data

October 2023)Effects of debrisngestion can range fromild to severesometimes resulting in
death. Additionally, microplastics which are present in the Chesapeake Bay (\atrahd2014;
Murphy et al.2019) can impact marine mammals both chemically and physically when ingested.
Although the longterm impacts are unknown, microplastic ingestion has also been documented
in many species across the Atlantic Ocean, including bottlenose dolphins (Etah@018;
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Battagliaet al. 2020), harbor porpoises (Lusletral. 2018), fin whales (Garci&arinet al.

2021), and harbor and gray seals (Hudak and Sette 2019). Entanglement in debris can occur in
larger, discarded items, such as a parachute which entangled a bottlenose dolphin, or discarded
or derelict fishing line and/or hooks that have been found wragmeohd bottlenose dolphins

and harbor seal8/AQS unpublishedlata October 202B Larger pieces of fishing gear, such as
potsandnets also pose a risk of entanglement and entrapment. Sometimes, it is unclear whether
the gear was derelict at the time of interaction or became so because of the marine mammal.
Derelict fishing gear surveys in the Chesapeake Bay found blue crab pots waastltemmon

type of gear, comprising 94% of recovered gaad 40% of the pots appedito be functional
andabandoneds opposed tbeinglost orunretrievablgBilkovic et al.2014).

Debris also poses a threat to marine mammals in pelagic Virginia waters. Although it is more

difficult to assess the impacts in pelagic waters, both micro and fmkastics have been

documented in the Norfolk Canyon (Jom®l.2 022) . A pygmy sperm whal e
dolphin have stranded in Virginia with magptastics in their stomachs, though when and where

the debris were ingested is unknown (VAQ$ublished dataOctober 2023). Microplastic

ingestion has also occurred in offshore species, suchuas s b e a k e dbeakdda | es, s h
common dolphins, and striped dolphins (Luséieal. 2015; Lusheet al.2018).

Marine debris in Virginia waters 1is increasini
coll ected from 20t12012.9) 20HLBwd \Rerg,i sttkeirs t hr eat
Virginia waters and wi ||l requi Vergonsidé&eabhe
Debris ReddwundtMidie [Palnatni ¢ Mar i nec olnetbariins mfacntyi ovni aP
actions that can be taken to address marine d
understand, prevent, and -ms$e¢ipgladaeticomnsuereldie
mi cropl astics and mi cerlosf itbherrosu,g ha nedu fpastr,a nsd csnuecch
outreach, and MamineorDbely2z G(ZNLQRAAB @R @ETHES 0 m

t hese eff cersttsa,bltithbda eMiPoGle € Vers s2éd r 8t iopgtgavaind e
fundi ng efmorv att hef abandoNMBG 8028Herelict vessel
Noi se

Noise pollution has receivedcreasing attention since the 1990s. Sources and types of noise
pollution can vary considerably from commercialg.shipping noise, energy
exploration/operations, etc.) to construction and militarg.pile-driving, dredging, mie
frequency active sonar, demolitions/explosions, etc.). Effects of noise pollution are highly
variable, ranging from temporary harassment level impacts to acoustic injury to mortality
(Fernandeet al.2005; Weilgart 2007). Harassment level impacts include avoiding critical
feaeding or breeding areas, and obscuring or masking vocalizations and sounds, which ultimately
reduces the signal range and quality of information. Acoustic injury includes hearing loss or
shifts in hearing thresholds that can either be temporary or permdapahding on whether
noise exposure is repeated, prolongedespecially loud (Weilgart 2007). Mortality can result
from decompressichke syndrome€.g.the bends), as tissues become sgpdurated with
nitrogen gas from surfacing too quickly, obsshmore frequently in deegiving species such as
beaked whales (Fernandeizal. 2005; Weilgart 2007).

Anthropogenic noise from various sources is omnipresait Wirginia waters. One of the most
significant emerging sources of noise is the development of wind energy(\MeAs3. In fact,

the Regional Wildlife Science Collaborative (
greatest impact to marine mammals in its Integrated Science Plan for Offshore Wind, Wildlife

and Habitat in US Atlantic waters (RWSC 2024). Noise assabtiwith offshore wind comes
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from vessels used to construct and service wind facamstruction activities, especially pile
driving, and from functioning turbines (Kraes al 2019). Development of the first offshore
wind facility in Virginia, the Coastal Virginia Offshore Wif@VOW) development by
Dominion Energy, began in May 2024 and is expected to continue throughwdd2pile
driving expected to end sometime in the summer or fall of 2B@fire43). Dominion Energy
also purchased a leaseNortheastern North Carolina (foerly Kitty Hawk Wind) and leased
an area to the east of the current CVOW site (CVOW Bdgipation measures addressing
noise production from pile driving include restrictions on timing of acéigito avoid right
whales, use of bubble curtains to acoustically dampen sandthdependent observeurveys
before and during pildriving activitiesthatare required by federal permitting agenaes are
described in the CVOW Constructidfitigation and Monitoring PlaiiTetra Tech 2024).

To analyze baleen whale use of the Virginia WEA, moored PAM units were deployed
approximately 3&m to120km offshore. Fin, humpback, minke, and North Atlantic right

whales were all detected within the WEA. While fin whale calls were detected in relatively high
numbers yearound, other large whale presence was seasonal based on their migratory
movement. Oddiocete calls were also detected and mostly occurred closer to shore and in the
summer months. These results suggest numerous cetacean specidbhalttaers surrounding

the WEA at different times of the year (Klinekal. 2018).Other sources of noise include

dredging operations, most recently navigational channel expansion that began in December 2019
in the Port of Virginia shipping channels to both deepen and widen the chandea$sexpected

to take ten or more years to compl@&SACOE 2018).

Vessel and construction noise also pose a threat in offshore waters by way-toéffigh

shipping activity and offshore wind energy development (Fig@yeMilitary noise from mid

frequency active sonar is also of concern, specifically with-deepg species. In areas with
mid-frequency active sondewerbeakedvhales were present during periods of sonar activity

Their response was also impacted by the loudness of the sonar, with less whales present at louder
soundgqVan Parijset al.2023). Shorfinned pilot whales have also been documented moving

away fromsources okonar (Southakt al.2018).

Noise is difficult to manage due bmththe complicated and difficutb-predict nature of its

propagation through the water column agineunpredictablenimalbehavioral responses to

noise levels not considergthysicallyinjurious. Two currentstudiesto understand the impacts of

noise on marine lifand provide possible mitigation measuagesN OAAGs Ocean Noi se
Strategy Roadmaand theRWSC Science Plan NOAAG6s Ocean Noise Strat
includes monitoring and better understandimgphysicalimpacts of ocean noise on various
marine species and future actions, such as pr
(Gedamkeet al.2016).The RWSC Science Plan focuses on understanding the impacts of

offshore wind development off the US Atlanéindprovides recommendatiots understand

habitatuseof various marine specidsr successful ocean planning and minimization of

environmental disturbance (RWSC 2024).
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Cont aminant s

Contamination occurs when a substance is present where it nodoedynot occur or at a
concentration above background levé&lfi&apman 2007 Further, contamination can be
classifiedas point originating from a single source;, norrpoint, originating from multiple
sourcesPoint source contaminatiosdiscussed in this section, while rpaoint source
contaminations discussed in the habitat degradation section.

Point source contamination is especially problematic for marine manmarhalsit is an acuter
shortterm event thadlirectly impacts animalandcan potentially be lethaExamples of these
types of events includgpills of fossil fuelsor sewageAlthoughno largescale spills have
occurred in coastal or offshore Virginia waters, exposure to fossil fuels can impact marine
mammals by irritating skin, fur, eyesnd mucus membranes, damaging internal tissues, and
causing dieoffs (Geraci and Lounsbury 2003lthough fossil fuels are not currently extracted
from the marine environment in or offshore of Virgirfiagl associated wh military and
shipping vessels creates a risk of modesated spills that could impact marine mammals.
Response to thesgpes ofevents requirecoordinated planningnd traininghat specifically
addresses how marine mammals will be monitoasdessednd who will capture and care for
themshould intervention be required

Natur al
Threats to marine mammals can also stem from natural sources. Infectious desgases (
morbillivirus), harmful algal bloomse(g.domoic acid, saxitoxingrevetoxins), resource/prey
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shifts, and other variables can lead to nutritional stress, immunosuppression, reduced fecundity,
and/or direct mortality. Additionally, it is believed that some natural phengreeda as domoic

acid toxicity caused by a neurotoxXwound in plankton diatom€an lead to chronic impairment

that may affect brain development and make marine mammals more susceptible to other threats,
both natural and manmade (Ramsdell and Zabka 2008; Pulido 2008; Igtositi2012;

Buckmasteet al.2014; Ramsdell and Gullar14). Although epigenetic effects of natural

biotoxin and infectious agent exposure in marine mammals are not understood, it is assumed that
such mechanisms bear some similarities to other mantmastentially compromising long

term survival and fitness

Di sease

Infectious diseases are poorly understood in most marine mammal species but can be categorized
by the type of infectious agent involveeld.fungal, viral, bacterial, protozoal, etc.). The

manifestation of such diseases can be either acute or chronic, resulting in one of three subsequent
outcomes: survival, morbidity, or mortality. Little is known about infectious diseases in marine
mammals ihabiting inshore and offshore waters of Virginia. What is known primarily involves
emerging or resurging diseasesch as morbillivirus, brucellosis, and influenza. Morbillivirus, a
relative of canine distemper virus, can affect cetaceans and phocids and has been implicated as
the cause of largscale mortalities dbottlenose dolphing Virginia. Morbillivirus was

diagnosed as the causative agent of a massive cetacean mortality event affecting much of the US
Atlantic coast (New York to Florida) and spanning from July 1, 2013, to March 1, 2015. The
morbillivirus UME resulted in 1,614 documented bottlenose dolphin mortalities, of which

Virginia experienced the highest number (416; NORisheries2023a). Prior to this mortality

event, an extensive morbillivirus associated event occurred inta94®B8, resulting in 740

coastwide bottlenose dolphin mortalities, prompting the speculation that morbillivirus has a

cyclical resurgence based on herd immunity patterns. Phocine distemper virus was most recently
implicated as the causative agent of a lesgale dieoff of harbor and gray seals from July 1,

2018, to March 13, 2020, from Maine to Virginia (NOA#sherie2023b).

Brucellosis, a bacterial infection causedBrycellaspp., has been detected in 53 species of
marine mammals worldwide. Two strains primarily infect marine mammalgella cetiand
Brucella pinnipedialisBoth can causeflammationof the brain, meningitis, pneumonia,

arthritis, and abortions (Hernandbtora et al.2013). The epidemiology of brucellosis is poorly
understood, but in South Carolina, there were more cases among bottlenose dolphins during the
spring calving seas@suggesting there may beéeamporal pattern in bottlenose dolph{iMcFee

et al.2020). Influenza A and B viruses have been detected in various marine mammal species,
primarily phocids. It is thought to be spread to marine mammals via contact with birds and can
result in pneumonia or some other respiratory condition (Fereigb@hi2016). Influenza has

been responsible for multiple largeale dieoffs of seals. The most recent example occurred in
June 2022which affected harbor and gray seals in northern US Atlantic waters (NOA
Fisherie2023c).

| nj inMfyan(thr eddléic o d EBonrtaayli n g

Non-anthropogenic sources of lethal and +hetihal injuries among marine mammals include
conspecifics, othamarinemammal species, predators, and the incidental ingestiaingaf prey
itemsor harmfulpreyparts such as stingray and fish spines. Several cases of infgnticide
presumablycaused by adult bottlenose dolphin maless been documented in Virginia waters
(Dunnet al.2002) andcasesf interspecificaggressiomave been suspected among bottlenose
dolphins attackinguvenile harbor porpoisesMAQS unpublished dataOctober 2028 Predation
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also occurs occasionally, primarily by sharks targeting smaller or compromised marine
mammals. There are also incidents of external and/or internal mjunyectioncaused by

stingray spines, injury or suffocation from ingested fish spines in the esophagus, and epiglottal
blockage or dislocation from large prey or awkward ingegi@alshet al. 1988; McFee and
Lipscomb 2009Stolenet al.2013) Epiglottal blockage or dislocation ultimately resulting in
asphyxiationhasbeensuspected as tloeause of dathin strandedottlenose dolphins and harbor
porpoises in Virginiangestingsummer flounderRaralichthys dentatysstriped bassMorone
saxatilig, hogchokerTrinectes maculatysand blackcheek tonguefis8ymphurus plagiuga
(VAQS unpublished dataOctober 2028

Har mf ul Al gal Bl ooms ( HABs)

Harmful algal blooms (HABs) occur when alga bloom in large numbers, producing biotoxins and
depleting the water of oxygen as the alga decompose. HABs are driven by excess nutrients,
primarily nitrogen and phosphorus, entering the water. The diBssudenitzschiaspp. and

various bloorforming dinoflagellates that produce biotoxins such as karlotoxins, saxotoxins,
hepatotoxins, and domoic acid are found in the Chesapeake Bay (Rath2022). Biotoxins

pose a serious threat to marine mammals bechagecan be inhaled at the surface when they
aerosolize (Maset al.2000) or can be ingested through prey iteeng.{ish or seagrass;

Flewellinget al. 2005). Exposure to biotoxins can cause neurological dysfunction, locomotor
impairment, ataxia, seizures, and even death (Goldst@ih2008; Fireet al.2021). Largescale
mortality events off the Gulfoast of Florida have been attributed to red tide blooms which
produces brevetoxin (Mast al.2000; Flewellinget al.2005) and exposure to domoic ahik

resulted in mass dieffs off the California coast (Goldstegt al. 2008). Biotoxins have been

detected in a variety of species, including brevetoxin in Florida manatees and bottlenose dolphins
(Maseet al.2000; Flewellinget al.2005), and saxitoxin and domoic acid in sHoraked

common dolphins, humpback whales, and harbor sealsdiFle2021). Offshore species, such

as Rissobs dol phi ns and Kayesp.), haveaalsaltested/pgsitiye fos p e r m
biotoxins even though most blosmccur in inshore waters (Fieeal.2021). HABs in the

Chesapeake Bay are increasing over time due to increasing water temperatures and
eutrophication (Let al.2015), prompting intensive water quality surveillance and research on

how HABs are affecting marine organismst just marine mammals Virginia waters.

Cet abMassmr andi ng( s)

A mass stranding is defined as an event where two or more cetacean strandings occur at the same
time and place, excluding mothkealf pairs. Some species are known to mass stracidding

pilot whales, sperm whales, and several pelagic dolphin species. The causes of mass strandings
are difficult to discern, but soniecludedisease, social cohesion, complmttomtopography,

weather, oceanographic conditions, and anthropogenic caugesofar; Geraci and Lounsbury

2005). Mass stranding events in Vim@ waters have included common dolphins, dwarf sperm
whal es, Ri s s oftrsed mlai Whalésj pygeny killer vlmaled, striped dolphins, and
roughtoothed dolphinsMAQS unpublished dataOctober 2028 Some, but not all, of these

events were correlated with strong weather evaf€)S unpublished dataOctober 2028

Ot her Threat s
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Changing Environment al Condi tions

The study othanging environmental conditiorffects on marine mammals is in its infancy.
Marine mammal populations are being affected by changing environmental conditions as
evidenced by shifts in distribution, spatial and temporal changes in migration, and habitat loss.
Although not conclusively linked to climate change, recent years havensigmificant changes

in the distribution of several marine mammal species. North Atlantic right whales have shifted
their distribution northward with increased sightings in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, podsilp
shifting prey distribution (Pettis and Hamilton 2016; Daatigl.2017). Additionally, calving
grounds saw record low numbers of motbalf pairs in 2016 and 2017. At the same time, body
condition scores and indices of health among adult right whales have been worsening, leading
scientists to speculate about prey shiisease, and the loss of populatienel knowledge of
alternate feeding grounds as the possible causes. Similarly,staekead/irginia and North

Carolina have progressively marienced increased phocid (true seal) sightings in winter and
early spring months. Individual seals have been observed returning to some locations, indicating
a degree of seasonal residency and site fidelity not historically seen in those latitudesgimpel
al. 2023; Jones and Rees 2023). In addition to redistributions, other species have shifted the
timing and duration of their migrations. Both fin whales and humpback whales arrived at and
departed from their summer feeding grounds in the Gulf of Strdrace earlier than previously
recordecdbver the course of a 2@ear study perio@1984 2010) most likely driven by the earlier
timing of the phytoplankton bloom (Ranapal.2015).0ther indirect effects could come in the
form of sea level rise, increased water temperat@al,Stream current changesnd rainfall
changes that can drastically affect coastal watersheds and promote algal growth. Increasing
nutrient runoff and freshwater effluent, decreases in salinity, and increasing water temperatures
and carbon dioxide can be major contributors to theeband persistence of harmful algal

blooms.

Water temperatures in the Chesapeake Bay watershed are increasing over time (Rice and Jastram
2015). For species already changing their distribution and timing of migratipmmpback

and fin whales), this may impact when and where these species are seen in Virginia waters.
Cold-water species, such as harbor porpoises andkbakied common dolphins, are predicted
to move northward to remain in cooler waters (van Weetdeth 2021). Subsequently, these
species may occur less frequently in Virginiaeva, which may already be reflected in the
reduced stranding rates of Atlantic whitieled dolphins, harbor porpoises, and hooded seals
(Thorneet al.2022;VAQS unpublished dataOctober 2028 Conversely, bottlenose dolphin
strandings have been increasing over time in theAtiahtic Bight (Thorneet al. 2022)

coinciding with increaseHtottlenose dolphistrandingover time in Virginia VAQS

unpublished dataOctober 2028

The effects of changing environmental conditianks take extensive collaboration to address
since it is not exclusive tihis regionand many marine mammal species occur only seasonally in
Virginia waters. Lettrictet al.(2023) analyzed the exposure and sensitivity of esafine
mammalstock to determine which stocks are most vulnerabbeitoomes resulting from
changingclimateconditions Most stocks in the western North Atlantic Ocean ranked high to
very high for exposure to environmental change anedconsidered to have low to moderate
sensitivity totolerae environmental change. Further, phocids ranked lower for exposure in
comparison to other taxonomic groups and endangered species had higher exposure and lower
sengtivity . While these findings highlight stocks of concern, each stock will respond differently
in terms ofits abundance, distribution, and phenology (Lettetlal.2023), making this threat
extremely challenging to address. In 2023 fadaeralOcean Policy Committeenacted the
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Ocean Climate Action Plan to address ocean climate ch@hgeOcean Climate Action Plan has
three key goalscreate a carbeneutral futureaccelerate natusieased solution® protect and
support natural coastal and ocean systamd enhance community resilienceoteeanchange
(Ocean Policy Committee 2023).identifies a number of crossector action items needed to
achieve these goals, predicatedcofiaboration between governmental and-gorernmental
entities, communities, and commercial and industrial entities.

As marine mammal distribution changes spatially and temporally in response to climate change,
the possibility of greater exposure to other identified threats in Virginia waters may become
more likely. For example, shifts in the distribution of some animalg cause greater overlap

with fishing gear, marine construction activities, military training exerces®s other human
activities, or result in increased exposure to pathogens and parasites. Documenting shifts in
marine mammal distribution and abunda@nd tracking stranding trends and causes of

mortality will be key to understanding the implications of climate change in Virginia.

Hab iDegtr adati on

Habitat degradationccurs from nofpoint source contamination and encroachment, among
other factorsNonpoint source contamination includes background levels of chemeszgy
metals and other substancesthe marine environment that can ultimately harm marine
mammalsas they bioaccumulateausingmmune, reproductive, and hormone dysfunction
(Krahnet al.2009; HunteifFosteret al. 2022).Some populationse(g.Southern Resident killer
whales of Pacific Northwest US) have demonstrated record le¥pkysistent organic pollutants
among mammals (Krahet al.2009). Cook Inlet beluga whales have copper levels in their livers
that are higher than levels reported to cause kidney damage in bottlenose dolphins (URS
Corporation 2010; Norman 2012).

In Chesapeake Bay, contaminastsh agpolychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), pesticidesy(
chlordanedichlorodiphenyltrichloroethand®DT]), and metalsg.g mercury, lead)have been
detected (DEQ 2022). In 2010, 72% of the Chesapeake Bay was impaired by toxic contaminants.
This percentage has increased over time and was estimated at 78% in 2020 (Chesapeake Progress
2023). Of growing concern, peand polyfluoroalkyl substaes (PFAs) have also been detected

in Chesapeake Bay, with the highest concerminadif three Virginia test sites in the James River
(HunterFosteret al.2022). Although contaminant testing has not been regularly conducted on
Virginia marine mammals, contaminants, including PCBs and DDT, were detected in a
bottlenose dolphin that stranded in Virginia (Yoetyal.2010). Contaminants are also capable

of being transported to offshore oceanic waters, as demonstratedNiartheast Atlantic (Lara

Martin et al.2020).

While contaminants can be difficult to mitigate due to their ability to disperse large distances,
accumulate in all levels of the food chaamd become sequestered in benthic substireee are
some existing efforts to mitigate contaminant levélse Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement
was created for all states within the watershed to conduct water quality monitoring and
improvement, gaining a better understanding of sources and mitigation strategies for toxic
contaminantsi{e. PCBs and mercury), anéducing contaminant levels below thresholds that
harm humans and the aquatic system (Chesapeake Executive Council 2022).

Habitat encroachment occurs when infrastructure and development extend into natural habitats.
As a result, natural habitat is lost and/or altered and water quality worsens, allowing nutrients
and sediment to increase in the marine environment (Virginiat@ldarogram 2018). Examples
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of encroachment include offshore wind facilities within marine mammal migration corridors,

coastal development on or near seal fwaulsites, marine construction projects in important

foraging areas, and navigational channel dredging that can tempdigpilstce marine

mammals. Reduced water quality can lead to a loss of vegetation, which serves as food and cover
for lower trophic level prey species and manatees. Encroachment ultimately leads to increased
overlap between humans and marine mammals ancew@ycause marine mammals to occupy
smaller areas, which may increase the potential for disease transmission arzhthinder

specific aggression. It is also possible that aguaculture could encroach on marine mammal

habitat. Currently, marine aquaculté¢ occur s in Virginiabs coast al
Bay estuary and is largely confined to shellfish production. Impacts from inshore shellfish
aguaculture seem to be relatively benign. Greater concerns may arise from large scale finfish or
otheroe ani ¢ aquaculture development should this
waters.

Mari ne Mammal Conservati on

Numerous marine mammal species are present in thétaidtic waters of the United States

(US) at some point during the year. As such, policies and protections provided by any one state

in the region should be part of larger, regional collaborative coaisen efforts.The Virginia

Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) Board periodically adopts federal Endangered Species
Act (ESA) status and population unit designations for all federally listed species, including listed
marine mammals, via regulatory @et. The Virginia Aquarium Stranding Response Program

(VAQS) has been the sole Virginia marine mammal stranding response organization in Virginia
since the miel990s and operates the scientifically based Virginia Marine Mammal Stranding

Net work (VMM&NKko@y. ANReé wVirginia Marine Resour ¢
Joint Enforcement Agreement (JEA) with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries, also known as NMFS) for Marine Mammal
ProtectionAct (MMPA) and Endangered Species AESA) enforcement, which includes
assisting VAQS with str andigoingocean @anrting effors n addi
and the regional partnership with thied-Atlantic Regional Council on the Ocean (MARCO)

provide a foundation for addressing many of the risks facing marine mammals in the state, such

as fishery interactions, vessel strikes, noise pollution, habitat degradation, energy development,
marine debris, and other sources of pollution.

In order to begin development of this Plan, a-tf&y workshop was held that included a variety

of stakeholders. The purpose of the workshop was to discuss conservation efforts, challenges,
and topics associated with marine mammals and to formulate seggdst actions to be

considered for inclusion in the Plan. The group received background information and discussed
challenges faced by marine mammals in Virginia. Topics discussed included harassment, vessel
strikes, commercial and recreational fishereractions, marine debris, noise, climate change,

and other forms of pollution. Stakeholders represented state and federal entities, environmental
nonrgovernmental organizations, ecotourism operators, and representatives from maritime
industries in the igion. While the planning team reached out to several tribal partners and
commercial fishers, those stakeholder groups did not attend the workshop, although a CZM
funded fisheries liaison attended remotely. Stakeholders who were invited to the workshop were
also invited to review the final draft Conservation Strategy ofRlas
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This Conservation Outline lists goals and strategies, followed by a narrative (which adds detail to
the listed strategies), a list of actions that address the strategies, the designated lead entity for
each action (in bold lettering) and supporting orgations, and timelines, where appropriate.
Timelines were classified into three categories: 1tean (to be implemented within three years

of Plan publication)longerterm (to be implemented between three and eight years of Plan
publication) and ongoing (regardless of implementation timeline). Finally, the Conservation
Outline includes references to similar federal conservation and recovery recommendations from
US marine mammal recovery plans, where appropriate.

Conservation Outline

The overarchH magq goealt oofenthlange t he
mammal s and conserve their habitat

Conservation Goal 1: Mai ntain a pe
Ma mma | Stranding Network in Virgin
Strateiggystla.bll.i sh one or moretoossissaemt af pedma

and effective Marine Mammal Stranding Netw

Strateigystla.bd.i sh an I nteragency Stranding Even

Actions |isted in the North Atlantic right wh
( NOAA Fisheries 2005):
4 Moni tor the status and trends of abundance

whal e.

4. 6 Respond to Strandings
Actions |isted in the fin whale (NOAA Fisheri
sperm whale (NOAA Fisheries 2010) recovery pl_
Fisheries 2010):

1.0 Maximize Efforts to Acquire Scientific 1n-

Entrapped Whal es.

1.1 Respond effectively to strandings in U

1.2 Establish reliable sources of funding

analysis efforts

Actions in the Florida manatee recovery plan
Objective 1: Mi ni mize causes of manatee distu
1.10 Rescue and rehabilitate distressed ma
Objective 2: Determine and monitor the status
2.4 Evaluate and monitor causes of mortali
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Conserva?i ohd&otilfy, assess, and m
ma mma | popul ations and hafbfidattisva n
moni toring, research, and best pra
Strategywld.el.t, analyze, and compare commerci a
mammal takes, and stranding data for state
i nteract with marine mammal s.
StrateigConz.ih.ue to assess trends in key marine

i n Virginia over time and compare them to
Atl antic region.

StrateigCyonz.ir.ue to monitor key marine mammal d
and heal ¢ hgosnttaatmuisnant | evel s, nutritional s
Virgini a.

Stra2eidp\ssess, protect, and/ owae¢ehaanoedt mauil ne
habitats through engagement with state and

Stratedycdrp.orate the foraging and habitat ne
marine mammals in the development of or re
plans, fishery and aquaculture regulations
ecospsadased management of marine resources.

StratedPyevelo.p standardized reporting and resp

mammal har assmdke nmarciasseesdebri s and fishing ¢
i ncluding witnessed gear interactions, in
StrateidPyevelDOp working groups with representat
as smaantaeged commercial fisheries, shipping
i ndustries operating in the stateelodvantrgi
mari ne mammal <conflicts.
Actions listed in the North Atlantic right wh.
( NOAA Fisheries 2005):
1.Significantly r eda u:$ed;odjera:teh;, oif n jhwmymnand di s
1.1 Reduce hip collisions with right whales
1.2 Reduce injury and mortality caused by fis
1.4 Enforcement of fishing and shipping regu
3. l denti fy, characterize, protect and monit o
3.1 Characterize and Monitor Right Whale H
3.3 Reduce Human |I mpact to Habitat
4 . Monitor the status and trends of abundance
whal e.
4. 4 Monitor right whale occurr-esneeama@as hab
5. CoordinatientFerdreatailgnelt agdred private efforts
5.2 Enforce right whale protection | aws
5.4 Coordinate with States involved in rig
measures.
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Actions in the sei whale recovery plan that a
4.0 Continue to Collect Data on AUnknowno Thr
4.1 Opportunistically collect data on the
4. 2 Opportunistically collect data on inju
equi pment .
4.3 Opportunistically collect data on mort
4. 4 Opportunistically collect data on the
di stribution, behavior, and productivit
Actions |isted in the fin whale (NOAA Fisheri
sperm whale (NOAA Fisheries 2010) recovery pl
Fisheries 2010) :
1. Moordinate State, Federal, and International
Maintain I nternational Regul ation of Whaling
2.0 I dentif Characterize, Protect, and Moni:

Y,
Waters and EIl sewhere.

2.1 Characterize whale habitat

2.2 Monitor important habitat features and s
detrimental shifts in these features that mi
2.3 Promote actions to protect important hab
2 . nduct research and perform analyses to u
fin whales and seek strategies to reduce the

3.0 Develop and Apply Methods to Estimate Pop
3.2 Conduct surveys to estimate abundance

wor |l dwi de.
4. 0 I nvestigate Causes of and Readwsedthrj &kryq:
Mortality.
4.1 I nvestigate and reduce injury and mort
and reduce depredation.
4. 2 Il nvestigate and reduce mortality and s
4.3 I nvestigate and, i f medium or high ran
by anthropogenic noises. (Sei whale pl a
4. 4 I nvestigate the impacts of <climate cha
any impacts found to be detrimental to
plan only)
4.5 Conduct studies of environment al pol | u
and their prey. (Sperm whale plan only)
4. 6 Il dentify areas where concentrations of
maritime traffic, fishing, or pollution
onl y)
5.0 Determine and Minimize Any Detriment al Ef
(Fin and sperm whale plans only)
5.2 Take steps to minimize anthropogenic n.
detrimental to whal es. (Fin and sperm w
Actions in the Florida manatee recovery plan
Objective 1: Minimize causes of manatee distu
1.3 Minimize collisions between manatees a
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1.7 Minimize manatee injuries and deaths <c
1.11 | mplement strategies to eliminate or
activities

Objective 2: Determine and monitor the status
2.3 Deter mimpmar dmeteerhsi,stpapul ati on structur e
popul ation trends

Conservation Goal 3: Promote marin

t hrough soci al mar keting and i nfor

StrateigPy o3 nokt.e mari ne mammal conservation in V
mar keting techniques.

StrateigdPoyevelIDp marine mammal educational mat er

and messages.

StrateTgPyreEpa?r.e and regularly update permitting
the review of proposed human activities th
I n Virginia.

Actions | isted in the North Atlantic right wh

( NOAA Fisheries 2005):

1.0 Significantlycraeud;lecdedsa(aumces ngfurlyumad di s
1.3 Continue and I mprove Education and Out

Actions in the Florida manatee recovery plan

Objective 1: Minimize causes of manatee distu
1.2 Continue state and feder al review of p
manatees and their habitat

Objective 4. Facilitate manatee recovery thro
4.1 Il dentify target audiences and key | oca
4. 2 Develop, evaluate, and wupdate public e
4.3 Coordinate development of manatee awar
support recovery
4. 5 Develop and i mplement a coordinated me

Conservation Narrati ve

The Conservation Narrative provides an implementation roadmap for the goals and strategies
presented in the Conservation Outline (see previous section). More precisely, the Narrative
identifieseacts t r at egy s need; specific actions and c
completion; and additional resource requiremeatg.funding, extra staff, federal coordination),

as needed. Identified entities are not an exclusive list of expected participants but instead are
meant to represent those with a critical role in initiating, funding, and/or leading the action, as
well as thos entities with mandated federal oversight associated with the listed action(s). Many
of the strategies in this Plan redyn the willingness of Tribal nations, agencies, academia, and
affected stakeholders to ameliorate actions that affect wildlife and ecosystems, while ensuring
human activities are sustainable. This approach will require a shift in management that
acknowledjes the connection between human and marine ecosystem concerns and emphasizes
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the need to facilitate marine mammal conservation and habitat protection, while sustaining
homeland security and human economic interests, safety, and recreation.

Conservation Goal 1: Mai ntain a pe

Ma mma | Stranding Network in Virgin

The Virginia Marine Mammal Stranding Network (VMMSN) was founded in 1987 and from
1993 through 2024 was coordinated statewide solely by VAQS to monitor trends in marine
mammal mortality and health. As of 2026AQS capacity is substantially reduced and future
funding is unknownStranding Network management includes managing stranding reports
throughout the state and associated data when a response is conducted. Marine mammal
stranding and incidental take data from permitted activities such as marine construction, fishing
activities, and military exercises provide the only available index of marine mammal mortality
and morbidity available to resource management agemxata.collected by the VMMSN are
entered into a national marine mammal stranding database maintained by NOA#eBisthat
agency has assisted state and federal conservation agencies with the implementation and
evaluation of regulations and management strategies for marine mammals along the eastern
seaboard.Data collected by the VMMSN are entered into a national marine mammal stranding
database maintained by NOAA Fisheries. That agency has assisted state and federal conservation
agencies with the implementation and evaluation of regulations and manageategtestrfor

marine mammals along the eastern seaboard.

Maintaining an effective Marine Mammal Stranding Network in Virginia allows for the

collection of many types of information, ranging from basic demographic informaton (

species, sex, age class) to the evaluation of human interaction to monitoring shifts in distribution
patterns, which are all critical to the management and conservation of marine mammals. For
example, the consistent reporting and examination of bottletadgkinpound neinteractions

in southeastern Virginia led to the establishment of regulations requiring gear modifications to
reduce entanglement in 2009. Fishery interactions observed by the stranding network continue to
be evaluated by protected species managers ragpeofor the Bottlenose Dolphin Take

Reduction Plan. Other degliving, cryptic species, such Esgiasp. and beaked whales, are

mostly encountered through stranding events, which are often the only opportunity to study these
species.

Stranding data also provide an opportunity to monitor changes in marine mammal occurrences,
distribution and population demographics in state waters. Evaluation of Virginia data have
revealed phenological shifts in occurrence and allowed researchersgareatiemographic
characteristicsg.g.size/age class proportions, gender ratios) with cause of stranding, particularly
for HI cases and during unusual mortality events (Lynott 2012; Madet€2016; Leslie 2022;
Volker 2020).Likewise, changes in disbution and population size may first be detected as

trends observed in stranding data.

Lastly, the effectiveness of a single state stranding network is greatly enhanced when contact
with other state stranding networks and the national marine mammal stranding network is
maintained over the long term. This contact involves attending releeetings, workshops and
conferences for the purpose of remaining current with stranding data collection techniques, data
reporting and management protocols, commuitndietweerNOAA Fisheries and strandings
biologists,and collaborative research and moriitg opportunities.
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Strategy 1.1.i Establish one or more consistent funding sources sustain a permanent
and effective Marine Mammal Stranding Network in Virginia.

Despite its importance to marine mammal management in the Commonwealth, there has
neverbeen sustained, sufficient support for the VMM$Nnding sources include
competitive grants frol®@ZM and theJohn H. Prescott Marine Mammal Rescue

Assistance Grant Programon-profit fundraising through the Virginia Aquarium &

Marine Science Center Foundation (VAQF), andkimd support from the City of

Virginia Beach. Collectively, these funds support stranding data management, volunteer
training, carcass recovery, largdale field response, live stranding response, and several
shortterm forensic, health, diet, and mortality studiBsis approach, however, is

untenable over the long term, especially as administrative, operating, staff costs, and
other resource needs ¢ionue to increase. The VMMSN funding needs to be at least, in
part, noncompetitive, and funds should extend beyond basic administrative and
operational costs to include expenditures associated with mitigating human/animal
conflict (e.g. seals on public Aehes, manatees at marinas, live animal
entanglement/disentanglement), conducting detailed necropsies on fresh carcasses, and
collecting biological samples from live and fresh dead animals to determine cause of
death or morbidity.

The VAQS, the current administrator of the VMMSN, is part of the Virginia Aquarium &
Marine Science Centerbés (VAMSC) .Vimterinary
VAMSC is a collaboration between the City of Virginia Beach and the VAQF, a non

profit 501(c)(3) organization. The VAQF is responsible for maintaining the VAQS, along

with other VAMSGsponsored conservation and scientific research efforts. Because th
VMMSN is led and managed by a nprofit organization and is almost entirely reliant

on grants ath donations, it is vulnerable to economic vagaries that may result in

inconsistent stranding response or, at worst, the termination of the Network.

Action 1.1.1. Identify all existing and potential revenue streams to permanently fund
the operation of the VMMSN (EntitieBWR, CZM, MRC, VAQS, UnitedStatesFish
and Wildlife Service [USFWS], NOAA Fisheries).

Action 1.1.2.71 Develop the justification for and explore the feasibility of establishing a
statesupported (DWR supervised) position within the VMMSN to ensure the
permanency and viability of the Network lotgrm (EntitiesDWR, VAQS, CZM).

Action 1.1.3.i Assemble a temporary working grotgsked with recommending and/or
establishing one or more revenue streams that will permanently sustain operational
funding and establishment of a permanent state position to sustain the VMMSN, and/or
provide emergency funding in years when no Prescottt@&awarded to the VAQS.
Membership should include representatives fgmwernment agencies, nqmofit
organizations, and other partners withegted interest in marine mammal conservation
and/or stranithg response (EntitieR@WR, CZM, VAQS, MRC, NOAA Fisheries).

Action 1.14.7 Develop a Cooperative Agreement among the DWR and the City of
Virginia Beach, the VAMSC, and/or the VAQF which clearly defines VMM&ited
roles and responsibilities of the statgpported position and includes a contingency plan
should the VAQS los#s capacity to manage the dttday operations of the VMMSN
(Entities:DWR, City of Virginia Beach, VAQS, VAMSC, VAQF).
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Action 1.15.1 Seek the necessary support from the Governor and the Secretary of
Natural and Historic Resources to safeguard the permanency of the VMMSN (Entities:
DWR, MRC, CZM).

Action 1.1.67 Maintain contact with other state marine mammal stranding networks and
the nationamarine mammal stranding netwdrl attending relevant meetings and
conferences for the purpose of remaining current with stranding data collection
techniques, reporting and management protocols, and collaborative research and
monitoring opportunities (Entitie@WR, VAQS).

Strategy TimelineActions 1.1.1 through 1.1.5 will be nel@rm and Action 1.1.6
will be ongoing.

Strateigystla.bd.i sh an I nteragency Stranding Even

Live and dead marine mammal stranding response, rescue, and disentanglement requires
a significant amount of coordination with stranding response personnel and volunteers
and other agencies and organizations. Strandings can occur in locations that see remo
and difficult to reach, have restricted access, or are densely populated with high potential
for public interference, all of which raise unique logistical difficulties. Live animal

response requires trained personnel to safely handle the animalsepnamndl control,

and maintain access to the scene, whether
also requires trained personnel, access to or retrieval of carcasses by land or boat, and in
some instances carcass burial or disposal. Large wharelstgs require significantly

more resources and logistical planning due to the size of the animals and the need for
experienced personnel to handle these cases. Although the VAQS has several informal
agreements with agencies and organizations to asflisstnandings, assistance is

generally provided on a cabg-case basis. The overall effectiveness oMMMSN can

be improved by developing formal partnerships with all appropriate agencies and
organizations across the state

A pre-established institutional framework is especially needed for detecting and

responding to unusual marine mammal stranding events that require resources and staff
beyond capacity of the VAQS or any single state agency. These events may involve large
numbers of sick, oubf-habitat (situations where marine mammals are found outside of

their range or in unsuitable habitats, most common among manatees and seals), injured or
dead marine mammals washing ashore on publaig privatelyowned shorelines, in

marinas, waterfront communities, military installations, or other heavily populated areas
over a short or extended periods of time. Unusual stranding events also may involve only
one or several marine mammals that become entrained or trapped withintphiefad a

marine construction project, a power plant, or some other infrastructure or-human

induced circumstance that necessitates monitoceygture or removal. Large whale

stranding events and/or the disentanglement of large and small cetaceanses)amal

seals are often logistically difficult as well. Unusual marine mammal stranding events can
span several days, weeks or even months and quite often require multiple authorizations
and special use permits. These kinds of evéesand the cooperation, coordination and
sharing of resources among federal, state, and local agencies, as well as nongovernmental
stakeholders that are impacted by these occurrences.

For live animal scenarios, the VAQS responds to live entangled or stranded pinnipeds
and small cetaceans, whiletReOAA Fi sheri esd Large Whal e Di
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Response Network responds to live entangled large whales (baleen whales and sperm
whales). Response to live entangldtressear stranded manatees is overseen by
USFWS, including transportation tacatical care orrehabilitation facility in Florida

since Virginia currently does not have the capacity or authority to rehabilitate manatees.
For manatees, any responses would likely be coordinated withathetee Rescue and
Rehabilitation Partnershjja group of 24 organizations that work together to rescue,
rehabilitate, and return manatees to the wild.

Action 1.2.1.7 Identify and contact stakeholders that may be willing and have the

capacity to participate in an ISEN, and determine the extent to which each stakeholder
can: (1) contribute funds, staff, equipment, or other resources; (2) assist with stranded,
entanglé or outof-habitat marine mammal searches, transportisposal during

unusual stranding events; (3) provide expertise to help identify cause of stranding events
or help direct response effores.d.pathologists, veterinarians, fishery geaperts,

marine construction companies); (4) identify and acquire the necessary authorizations and
permits to access sensitive areas and dispose of carcasses; and (5) help develop stranding
response training materials and workshops (Entil®§R, CZM, VAQS, MRC, NOAA
Fisheries, USFWS).

Action 1.2.2.i Convene regular meetings with stakeholders who have committed to
being part of the ISENb (1) develomndregularly update response plans,

communication plans, and task and resource assignments; (2) establish and regularly
update a postvent evaluation process; and (3) incorporate (and regularly update) marine
mammal response protocols into existing contirayeplans such as those developed for
hazardous fuel/chemical spills (Entiti@&WVR, MRC, VAQS).

Action 1.2.3.i Develop a marine mammal stranding response Memorandum of
Understanding between DWR and MRC to outline expectations for state assistance with
unusual marine mammal stranding events (Entib8§R, MRC).

Action 1.2.4.i Convene annual ISEN meetings to update plans, identify training and
resource needs and assignment tasks for improved reqjgomgies:DWR, MRC,
VAQS).

Action 1.2.5.1 Continue to provide pinniped and live cetacean disentanglement training
workshops for currently authorized individuals and recruit and train new staff that have
access to and experience with oper@BAjing bo
VAQS, DWR, MRC, US Coast Guard).

Strategy TimelineActions 1.2.1- 1.2.3 will be longeiterm. Actions 1.2.4 and
1.2.5 will be ongoing.
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A variety of marine mammal species utilize inshore and offshore Virginia waters. Although

species vary in their seasonal occurrences, marine mammals are presentrygan the

Commonwealth. Each species has different habitat needs and prey prefetaleadabiting

state waters. I ncreased ocean temperatures du
distribution and/or abundance in Virginia. In addition, the potential for fishery interactions and

vessel collisions, the presence of lasgaleoffshore wind energy development, emerging

climate change impacts, and possible exposure to various typeBution makes the

identification, assessment, and mitigation of these and other risks a real need in Virginia.

Identification of risks to marine mammal populations in Virginia primarily occurs through
stranding response but also includes fishery observer data and the collection of tracking and
survey data The most effective approaches for addressing this goal are to: (1) support or
supplement marine mammal research and monitoring efforts; (2) collalvatatexperts
specializing in commercial and recreational fisheries, vessel interactions, climate change,
harmful algal bloomsmarine contaminants, and other risitagories to ensure marine mammal
concerns and research needs are addressed in each of these disciplines; and (3) support the
development and implementation of sciethe@sed best management practices for human
activities taking place in marine mammal habhit

Strategy 2.1.i Collect, analyze, and compare commercial fishery effort, observed marine
mammal takes, and stranding data for state managed fisheries known to or likely to
interact with marine mammals.

Virginia Marine Mam@@8R5Conservation Pl an 80



One of the most scientifically rigorous and effective ways to quantitatively understand
fishery interactions with protected species is through a fishery observer program.
Federally managed fisheries in Virginia that are likely to interact with protecsetesp

receive limited observer coverage by the Northeast Fisheries Observer Program (NEFOP)
which is administered by NOAA Fisheries for the purpose of quantifying bycatch rates.
Fisheries operating in state waters and/or managed solely by state agenasasly

not covered by the NEFOP. Developing and maintaining a state fishery observer program
that collects rigorous data on harvested target speciegarget bycatch, and fishing

effort will inform fishery management decisions and help with the dewednt of gear
modifications and other best practices designed to avoid or minimize fishery interactions
with protected species. Participating in and following regulations of existing fishery
management councils and groups will enhance state and collaba@fhbrts.

Action 2.1.17 Maintain the proper federal agreements and permits to operate a state
observer program for protected species, including marine mammals (MRE).

Action 2.1.2i Provide guidance and training for observers to handle, release, and collect
data and samples from marine mammal takes (EntfB&C , DWR, VAQS).

Action 2.1.3i Provide semannual (midyear and end of calendar year) calculation of
bycatch rates by fishery and compare with similar gear in federal waters or in other states.
Share marine mammal take details, effort data, and bycatch rates with other agencies in
the Commonwealth and other stakeholders (EnMiiRC).

Action 2.1.4i Create a sermannual review process of marine mammal takes reported by
state observers to assess trends and needs for management actions. [EHR@ties:
DWR).

Strategy TimelineActions 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 are ndgarm. Actions 2.1.3 and 2.1.4

will be ongoing and implemented after Actions 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 are completed.
Completion of Action 2.1.1 is dependent on staff availability, and, more

i mportantly, NOAA Burcesheview aadsapprovat. Actioa ct e d
2.1.2 should be completed before the next NOAA Fisheries approved training

course becomes available.

Additional Resource Requiremen#sctions 2.1.2 and 2.1.3 will require additional
staff time for data analysis.

Strategy 2.2.1 Continue to assess trends in kesnarine mammal population demographics
in Virginia over time and compare them to trends observed throughout the mid
Atlantic region.

Stranding and survey data allow for the opportunity to monitor changes in marine
mammal species occurrences and demographics in Virginia waters and make
comparisons with regional data. Historic and current data from Virginia show changes in
species abundae and stranding rates.§.increased harbor seal abundance, decreased
harbor porpoise strandings) and seasonal occurrences ovee fijridofth Atlantic right
whale presence yeanund; Salisburet al.2015; Jones and Rees 2023; VAQS
unpublished dataOctober 2023). Demographic trend analyses will provide important
baseline levels to which future data can be compared to detectesinodnd longerm
changes. Lastly, incorporating relevant environmentalas@ates and predictive
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modeling in the recurring marine mammal population trend analyses of existing data is a
costeffective way to detect and interpret state and regional demographic shifts over time
and inform future management decisions. Stranding data is available from,WAGS
sighting data is primarily available from the US Navy Marine Species Monitoring
Program, North Atlantic Right Whale Consortium, NOAA Fisheries, and other sources.

Action 2.2.1.1 ldentify key species of interest and appropriate partners, then secure
funding for recurring marine mammal population trend analyses described in Actions
2.2.2 and 2.2.3 (Entitie®@WR, VAQS, CZM, US Navy, NOAA Fisheries, USFWS).

Action 2.2.2.1 Conduct a comprehensive marine mammal population trend analysis
every 10 yearssingVirginia and midAtlantic stranding and sighting dagad
incorporating environmental egariates and predictive modeling in the recurring
analysegEntities:DWR, VAQS, US Navy, \fginia Institute of Marine Science
[VIMS], CZM, NOAA Fisheries, USFWS).

Action 2.2.3.i Foster collaborations with academic institutions and other entities with
expertise in time series and/or climactic trend analysis/modeling to assist with Action
2.2.2 (EntitiesDWR, VAQS, US Navy, VIMS, NOAA Fisheries, USFWS).

Strategy TimelineAction 2.2.1 will be neaterm. Actions 2.2.2 and 2.2.3 will be
longerterm but should be implemented as soon as feasible after the completion of
Action 2.2.1.

Strategy 2.3.i Continue to monitor key marine mammal species demographics,
distribution, diet, and health status €.g.contaminant levels, nutritional status,
parasite loads) in Virginia.

Ongoing live animal research efforts in Virginia contribute to demographic and
distribution information on species in Virginia and the larger-Atidntic region.

Current efforts are primarily led by the US Navy Marine Species Monitoring Program,
with parhers such as Henningson, Durham and Richardson, Inc. (aka HDR), The Nature
Conservancy (TNC), and Duke University. Other efforts include surveys conducted by
NOAA Fisheries, North Atlantic right whale management and data summarization and
visualization byRegional Wildlife Science Collaborative (RWSC), and MARCO. The

US Navy Marine Species Monitoring Program efforts have been expanded for large
whales to include stable isotope analysis, which provides information on diet, and body
condition assessment andhavioral data collection via drone, which contributes to
health status and understanding the use of Virginia waters by baleen whale species.

Stranding investigations conducted by VAQS contribute to demographic and distribution
data through the collection of Level A data that includes the species, sex, and animal
length from stranding events. Health status is assessed via various body condition
measurements during necropsy, such as blubber thickness and girth. Diet studies based on
stomach contents have been performed from individuals stranded in Virginia for two
species, bottlenose dolphins and harbor porpoises, with the most recent anafyges bei
conducted in 2020 and 2013 respectively (Schoettle 2013; Volker 2020).

These ongoing efforts are important for establishing baselines and provide invaluable
data for future specigeanagemeniCombined with new techniques, such as the use of
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eDNA for diet and disease investigations and Unmanned Aerial Systems for distribution
and body condition, these efforts can help detect shifts in health status, diet, and food
availability over time.

Action 2.3.17 Convene a temporary working group with subject matter experts to (1)
determine the most appropriate methodologies for diet analyses and establishing accurate
health status indices and identify species of interest; (2) determine sampling protocols

and ckvelop sample sizequirementsieeded to generate diet data and health status

indices for trend analyses, and (3) identify the lead entity for this project (EDNMR,

VAQS).

Action 2.3.21 Identify and secure funding for (1) hiring a project lead; (2) establishing
accurate diet analyses and health status indices; (3) subsequent collection and monitoring
of key diet and health status parameters; and (4) and conducting diet and heeslth sta

trend analyses every five years (EntDWR).

Action 2.3.31 Determine appropriate entities to develop accurate diet analyses and
health status indices and initiate the collection and analysis of diet and health status data
(including ingestion of plastics and microplastics) following the methodologies
developedunder Action 2.3.1 (EntitypWR)

Action 2.3.41 Conduct a diet and health status trend analysis every 10 years so that
results are available for plan revisions (EntitiEBD, DWR, VAQS).

Strategy TimelineActions 2.3.1 through 2.3.4 will be longerm with the goal
that the results of analyses be available two years prior to Plan revision deadline
(e.g.eight years from completion of this Plan).

Strategy 2.4.1 Assess, protect, and/or enhance marine mammal-water and hauklout
habitats through engagement with state and regional initiatives and partnerships.

There are numerous state and regional initiatives and partnershiperidatt and

coordinate relevant monitoring and research of marine wildlife and ecosystems. Some
focus on mitigating specific activities, such as offshore wind energy developengnt (
RWSC) and marine debris.¢.VIMS Trap Removal, Assessment, and Prevention
Program, or TRAP), while others consolidate available data to help inform conservation
planning and management decisioag)(MARCO and RWSC). These types of

initiatives often s#m from or can result in the formation of effective partnerships that can
yield costeffective, broad scale conservation benefits that cannot be achieved by a single
state, federal agency, or organization.

One unique aspect of seal behavior is hauwtingonto land, requiring additional
assessment and protection of these specific habitats. Current identification and
monitoring of hawout sites is being performed by the US Navy Marine Species
Monitoring Progam and partners. As seal populations in Virginia are increasing, there is
the potential for new hawdut sites ochangesn high-use areas. There is also the

potential for overlap between seals and humans atcdugites. Information sharing

with stateand regional initiatives will be key, as will recognizing and addressing
potential humaswildlife conflict.
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Action 2.4.1.i Identify, participate in, and contribute data to state and regional initiatives
and partnerships that promote the assessment, protection, and/or enhancement of marine
mammal inwater and hadbut habitats (EntitieDWR, VAQS, CZM, MRC).

Action 2.4.27 Support and promote strategies and actions in the Virilarene Debris
Reduction Plan overseen by Clean Virginia Waterways (CVW; Regis##r2021) and
the regional 2021 Midhtlantic Marine Debris ActiorPlan (NOAA Marine Debris
Program 2021dhat will help reducenarine mammal marine debris entanglement and
ingestion and reduce marine debris ikwiater and havbut habitat{Entities:CVW,
CZM, DWR).

Action 2.4.31 Review and evaluate seal hant habitat protection and management
strategies established by other states or federal agencies within the region for possible
adoption in Virginia (EntitesDWR, VAQS, MRC, NOAA Fisheries).

Strategy TimelineAll actions will be ongoing.

Strategy 2.5.1 Incorporate the foraging and habitat needs and distribution patterns of
marine mammals in the development of or revisions to relevant fishery management
plans, fishery and aquaculture regulations, and best practices as a move toward
ecosyseém-based management of marine resources.

Marine mammals consume a variety of forage fish within theAtl@htic region. Diet in
Virginia waters has been studied in more abundant species by examining stomach
contents of stranded animals. This work revealed that bottlenose dolphins primarily
consume Atlantic croaker, spot, and Atlantic menhaden (Volker 2020) whereas harbor
porpoises tend to target anchovy and hake (Schoettle 2013). For other species, diet is
inferred based on regional studies. For example, North Atlantic right whales feed on
copepals and, because they have been observed feeding during aerial surveys in Virginia
(Malletteet al.2017; Cotter 2019), it is assumed that these whales are consuming
copepods in state waters.

Since many of these identified prey species are commercially impareastiaenid

fishes and Atlantic menhaden), they are managed intensively for the purpose of
maintaining commercially sustainable populatidagually important, however, is the

need to ensure that these harvested populations are viable enough to support marine
mammals and other marine wildlife that prey on these spédiésugh current shellfish
aguaculture in Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries pose a low risk to marine mammals,
large-scale, oceatvased aquaculture.g sea pens for finfish), should they be approved
off the coast of Virginia, may pose a much greater Aslditional research will be

needed as new aquaculture enterprises move into the region.

Action 2.5.1.1 Assess and incorporate the foraging and habitat needs and distribution

patterns of marine mammals in commercially
management plans, harvest limits, regulations, archligh reduction measures (Entities:
MRC, DWR).

Action 2.5.2.1 Assess potential effects of emerging aquaculture and commercial fisheries
on marine mammal habitats and/or prey abundance and availability and develop science
based best practices designed to avoid or reduce identified risk factors (BVfR{@s:

DWR, VIMS, CZM, NOAA Fisheries)
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Strategy TimelineAction 2.5.1 will be neaterm. Action 2.5.2 will be developed
in the neaiterm and implemented whenever changes in aquaculture and fisheries
are being proposed.

Additional Resource Requirementdie impact assessments and/or development
of best practices described in each of the actions will require additional funding
from sources such as Virginia Sea Grant, NOAA Fisheries and the National Fish
and Wildlife Foundation (Entitie®PWR, VIMS, MRC, CZM).

Strategy 2.6.1 Develop standardized reporting and response procedures for marine
mammal harassment cases and marine debris and fishing gear interactions,
including witnessed gear interactions, in Virginia waters.

Marine mammal harassment cases and marine debris and recreational gear interactions
present unique scenarios that may not necessarily require a response or an intervention
but are important to understand for management. Marine mammal harassment has been
well documented in Virginia. Examples include people approaching hauieseals,
Awateringo manatees with hoses, and operat
swimming cetaceans. The stranding record has documented marine debris entanglement
andingestion that included recreational gear such as fishing line and plastic bags (Barco
et al.2010; VAQSunpublished dataOctober 2023). The VAQS is currently authorized

to respond to live entangled pinnipeds and small cetaceans, although these entanglement
scenarios occur relatively infrequently and require many resources and partners for
successful monitoring, documentatj and, if warranted, intervention.

Multiple agencies in the state.§ MRC, Department of Environmental Quality [DEQ)],
VIMS, DWR) receive reports of these scenarios. For harassment cases specifically, not
every agency that receives reports has the authority to enforce violations of the MMPA
and those agencies who do havéhatity may be reluctant to do so due to a lack of

capacity or for other reasons. Further, many people are unsure whether these scenarios
require reporting and to whom they should be reported. It is for these reasans that
centralized reporting mechanism should be developed, alongside a streamlined response
protocol, and disseminated to the public that is designed to capture these data.

Action 2.6.1.1 Develop a centralized reporting mechanism for the Commonwealth of
Virginia for the publicresearchersecotour operators, fishermen, and others to report

marine mammal harassment and interactions with marine debris and recreational gear.
This mechanism should also be advertised at beach accesses, boat ramps, marinas, fishing
piers, and other similar logahs to encourage reporting (Entiti&®VR, MRC, VAQS).

Action 2.6.2.i Establish an interagency Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for
response to reported harassment events/scenarios (EMRES; VAQS, DWR, NOAA
Fisheries, USFWS).

Action 2.6.3.i Establish an interagency SOP for response to reported marine mammal
marine debris anfishing gear interactions (EntitieRWR, MRC, CZM, VAQS, NOAA
Fisheries, USFWS).

Strategy TimelineAll actions will be longeiterm.
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Additional Resource Requiremen#sction 2.6.1 will require training, if existing
hotlines are used, and/or additiohatdingto develop if web or phone ajyased
reporting is implemented (Entities: DWR, VIMS, MRC, CZM).

Strategy 2.7.1 Develop working groups with representatives from various industries, such
as statemanaged commercial fisheries, shipping in state waters, and other maritime
industries operating in the state of Virginia, to identify, assess, and mitigateelevant
marine mammal conflicts.

While there are many identified risks to marine mammals in Virginia waters, some risks
have limited conservation options or the understanding of emerging risks is incomplete.
Nearterm actions can include establishing working groups with representatives of
various industries to identify potential areas of conflict, assess the level of risk to marine
mammals and industry, and develop best management practices, monitoring programs,
and other mitigatory measures that reduce risks. Working groups will improve
communication among respective industries and agencies, and if data are available,
assess risks from all perspectives, and facilitate successful conflict resolution. Where
applicable, working groups will be modeled after existing regional and federakeffort

Action 2.7.1- ldentify, assess, and support letegm monitoring data and collection
efforts, such as stranding, observer, and shipping data and fishery effort, that are required
to inform conflicts identified in Action 2.7.2 (EntitieBWR, MRC, VAQS).

Action 2.7.2.1 Identify areas of potential or existing conflict where working groups may
be an effective solution to understanding and mitigating a concern. Identify
representatives from relevant state agencies, industry, Tribal nations, and non
governmental organizans to form working groups and provide neutral party facilitation
to develop goals and identify and achieve tasks (Ent@i@#R, MRC, CZM, VIMS).

Action 2.7.3.i Develop a sustainable meeting schedule, convene meetings, and develop
working group reports for participating entities (EntitiB8VR, MRC, CZM, VIMS).

Action 2.7.4.1 Summarize and distribute working group recommendations to appropriate
entities and incorporate recommendations into future planning efforts (ErbiwéR,
MRC, CZM, VIMS).

Strategy TimelineActions 2.7.1 and 2.7.2 will be longegrm. Actions 2.7.3 and
2.7.4 will be ongoing following the completion of Action 2and vary by
working group

Additional Resourcedveeting space, travel, and professional facilitation may
require additionatesourceswhich will need to be identified and appropriated
before work caroe conducted.
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Action 2,52
Strategy 2.6
Action 2.6.1
Action 2.6.2
Action 2.6.3
Action 2.6.4
Strategy 2.7
Action 2.7.1
Action 2.7.2
Action 2.7.3
Action 2.7.4

el mplementation timelines of actions under Goal 2
esdretram nevdrt hin three yeard4er mddiet wegnyaeyahmse  gr esndln te
t gray represents ongoing.
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Conservation Goal 3: Promote mar.

through soci al mar keting and i1 nfo

Marine mammal conservation fundamentally includes human beings, and the most successful
conservation actions are those aligned with the valuesbeiglt, and perspectives of people.
When conservationists work to address the needs of protected mariies siey are often

trying to change or reinforce human behavior that will benefit the targeted species or species
groups.

Because of their empathy and curiosity, children are often the most effective promoters of
behavioral change, making them excellent endangered species ambassadors, especially for highly
charismatic species such as marine mammals (Yetiag2018). Getting children engaged in

marine mammal conservation at an early age can result in lasting and cascading conservation
behaviors that often touch and influence parents, siblings, and other family members.

Another important component of effective marine mammal conservation and management is to
ensure that regulatory agencies receive accurate-date information on the biology,

distribution, behavior, and habitat use of manmemmaldn Virginia to inform project reviews,
Environmental Assessments, Environmental Impact Statements, Biological Opinions, and other
related documentgs changes may occure( changing distribution and abundance of species)
and/or risks increase and diversify.

Strategy 3.1.i Promote marine mammal conservation in Virginia through effective social
marketing techniques.

Strategic use of social marketing danrease the adoption of eviderzased

conservation practices and behaviors through effective messaging targeting the
appropriate audience, such as beachgoers or vessel operators. One imminent need for
social marketing techniques is to encourage thegurapd safe viewing of marine
mammals, such as hautedt seals or motheralf pairs of dolphins.

Similar social marketing techniques can also be used to change the behavior of
recreational boaters, anglers, and other water enthusiasts in ways that reduce human
marine mammal interactions on the water. Creative and targeted messaging can persuade
and edicate the public how to properly report marine mammal strandings, entanglements,
and other situations that require response by the VMMSN, law enforcement, or some
other entity Messagingcan also encourage safe boating practices for vessels of all sizes

to avoid collisions with large whales, especially because more whales are utilizing the
unprotected lower Chesapeake Bay and vessels of many size ranges can seriously injure
and/or kill whales.

Action 3.1.17 Convene a temporary working group made up of marine mammal
biologists, education/outreach staff, and social marketing experts to: (1) review existing
materials and identify those that warrant updating and public dissemination; (2) update
existing educabn/outreach materials and tools where needed; (3) identify specific
audiences, messages, and information dissemination pathways and plagfgrmsofic
service announcements, websites;ial media, sighage, blogs, fishing club newsletters
and other trusted outlets); and {d¢ntify anddevelop new messaging materials, tools
and outlets (EntitedDWR, CZM, MRC, DCR, VIMS Back Bay National Wildlife

Refuge, Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge, Eastern Shore National Wildlife
Refuge, TNC, VAQ$
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Action 31.2 1 Contract with a marketing organizationdevelop, test, and implement a
social marketing campaign to promote human behaviors such as safe boating practices
that minimizedisturbance and injury/mortality to marine mammals in the water or on
land (Entity:DWR, CZM).

Action 3.1.37 Launch and periodically update state social marketing campaigns
(Entities:DWR, CZM, MRC, DCR, VAQS).

Strategy TimelineActions 3.1.1 and 3.1.&ill be neaiterm; Action 3.1.3 will be
ongoing and implemented as soon as feasible following completion of previous
actions.

Additional Resource Requiremen#siditional funding will be needed to engage
a social marketing company ataldevelop, disseminate and evaluate all forms of
outreach materials (EntitieBWR, CZM).

Strategy 3.2.i Develop marine mammal educational materials for a variety of audiences
and messages.

Marine mammals are highly charismatic and well loved by people of all ages. The most
effective means of ensuring the adoptiomedévantconservation practices and behaviors
is through the early exposure to a waedivelopededucational curriculum about marine
mammal conservation, demography, and ecological roles.

Action 3.2.1171 Identify and review existing marine mammal curricula feLKschools

and update as needed or develop a new otig(sincludes information on the important

roles marine mammals play in marine ecosystems, such as controlling prey species or
serving as an indicator of ocean health, and the possible effects of climate change and the
disappearance of marine mammals fithh marine environmefEntity: DWR, CZM).

Action 3.2.21 ldentify and review other existing marine mammal educational materials
and curricula that target adults, children, and underserved populations in a variety of
settings and update or develop new materials, as needed (ENUE; CZM).

Action 3.2.3.i Develop a public relations packet for marine mammal harassment events
and nuisance animal scenarios regarding messaging for the public, including the MMPA
and what to do in these scenarios (Entiti#d/R, VAQS, MRC CZM, NOAA Fisheries,
USFWS.

Strategy TimelineActions 3.2.1- 3.2.3 will be longetterm.

Additional Resource Requiremen#sgiditional funding will be needed to contract
with educational resource specialists to help develop educational cureitula,
(Entity: DWR).

Strategy 3.3.1 Prepare and regularly update guidance documents to assist with the review
of proposed human activities that may negatively affect marine mammals in
Virginia.
The accurate review of human activities and projects that may impact marine mammals
or their inwater and hawbut habitatgequires accurate, tp-date information on

marine mammal demographics, distribution, and ecology that is specific to Virginia. One
such example is the construction of the Coastal Virginia Offshore Wind Project, which
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involved multiple review agencies, required close monitoring of marine mammal
presence and behavior, and strict adherence to numerous environmental provisions.
Similar marine mammal biological and ecological information is required for the
development of EPA documents, biological opinions, and project best practices.
Providing regulatory agencies, developers, and action agencies with the necessary
information upfront will help streamline and provide transparency in the permitting
process and promote cortsiscy among regulatory agencies, as there is currently a
federal review process for any federal action, funding, permit, or work.

Action 3.3.17 Schedule an information session with MRC Fisheries and Habitat

divisions, alongside DWR and CZMyree st abl i sh baseline knowl e
roles and responsibilities concerning marine mamiftaisities:MRC, DWR, DEQ,
CZM).

Action 3.3.21 Develop a general adaptive document that includes information on marine
mammal biology and ecology, known seasonal occurrences in state coastal waters,
documented seal haalt sites, inwater habitat preferences, and other key pieces of
information neded to develop environmental documents and inform project reviews for
use by a variety of state agencies (Eny¥R).

Action 3.3.31 Upload and maintain marine mamnralated documents that assist with
environmental permitting processes compiled under Action 3.3.2 in a public portal that is
accessible to all state and federal regulatory agencies and permit applicants (Entity:
DWR).

Strategy TimelineAction 3.3.1 will be neaterm. Action 3.3.2 will be ongoing as
documents are completed. Action 3.3.3 will be lorigem, occurring as soon as
feasible after completion of Action 3.3.2.
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Year

Actions 1 23 4 ;5 6 T 8 9 10
Goal 3
Strategy 3.1

Action 3.1.1
Action 3.1.2
Action 3.1.3
Strategy 3.2
Action 321
Action 322
Action 323
Strategy 3.3
Action 331
Action 3,32

Action 3.3.3 - I

B el mpl ementation timelines of actionsBluacdker Goal 3
esdretran nMevdart hin three yeardermmddiet megmay hrepr easnante
t gray represents ongoing.

Summary

Marine mammals are a natural resource shared across national and international borders. Their
conservation requires coordinated efforts among many entities. Chesapeake Bay and Virginia
oceanwaters are home to a variety of marine mammal species, including many threatened and
endangered species, with diffeg spatial and temporal distributiomabitat requirementsnd
life-histories.

Oversight and implementation of this Plan will be conducted by the DWR, with assistance from

other key partners. The DWR will also be managing the Virginia Sea Turtle Conservation Plan,
which includes many strategies and actions similar to this Plan. dfuble work described in

these Plans require new or redirected resouvdeish will be critical in accomplishing the

Actions listed in each Plan. Conservation plan updates are recommended every ten years, and
interim assessment of progress toward achgeeonservatiomgoals and associated strategies and
actions will be ongoing. Adoption and implementation of the VirghMi&aine Mammal

Conservation Plan will encourage infke par t ment al coordination, al
planning with regional and federal efforts, and promote efficient use of resources to provide

marine mammals Virginia with a sustainable future.
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Stranding Agreement between Greater Atlantic Region and VAQS effective throwgh T0V15/2025

Article I: General Provisions

A. Authority

L.

This Marine Mammal Stranding Agreement (hereinafter Agreement) is entered into
between the Department of Commerce, National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA), National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) Greater Atlantic
Region, and the Stranding Network Participant, Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science
Center Foundation {(VAQS; Participant), under the authority of section 112(c) and section
403 of the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972 (MMPA), as amended. This
Agreement supersedes all pre-existing Stranding Agreements between these parties.
An organizational representative with signatory authority (e.g. Executive Director,
President, CE(Q) must sign this Agreement on behalf of the Stranding Network
Organization.

NMFS has been delegated authority by the Department of Commerce to administer the
MMPA. To assist in the implementation and administration of the MMPA, the Stranding
Network has been established to respond to stranded marine mammals within NMFS*
Greater Atlantic Region of the United States. For the purposes of this Agreement, the
Greater Atlantic Region consists of the following coastal states: Maine, New Hampshire,
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, Pennsylvania, Mew Jersey,
Delaware, Maryland and Virginia.

B. Scope

L.

Under the MMPA, NMFS 1s responsible for mammals of the Order Cetacea and the
Order Pinnipedia other than walruses (hereinafter marine mammals).

The geographic response area assigned to Participant consists of the following: rescue
and rehabilitation of marine mammals within the state of Virginia, and from other areas
within the Greater Atlantic Region as needed. The Participant may assist in stranding
response within the Region outside of their assigned response area, if requested by NMFS
or by another Participant. Outside the Greater Atlantic Region, the Participant may assist
with stranding response upon request from the appropriate regional NMFS Regional
Stranding Coordinator(s).

C. Limitations

L.

Virginia

This Agreement creates an authorization for the Participant to take marine mammals,
which would be otherwise prohibited by the MMPA. This taking authorization only
applies to the Participant and its authorized personnel (see Article V1) for activities that
are consistent with this Agreement.

In particular, this Agreement does not authonze:

3
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Stranding Agreement between (Greater Atlantic Region and VAQS effective through 1001 5/2025

a. The taking of any marine mammal species listed as endangered or threatened
under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA), as amended. Authorization to
take ESA listed species is provided under MMPA/ESA Permit No. 18786, 1ssued
to the NMFS National Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program
Coordinator and requires authorization and direction from the NMFS
Regional Stranding Coordinator in the event of a stranding invelving a
threatened or endangered marine mammal.

b. The sale or offer of sale of any marine mammal or marine mammal parts
including cells, gametes, or cell cultures.

D. Definitions

All terms used in the Agreement must be interpreted to have the meaning specified in the MMPA
section 3 and section 409 and NMFS implementing regulations 50 CFR 216.3 unless the context
or specific language requires otherwise. Additional terms and definitions for this Agreement are
provided in Attachment A.
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Article II: Purpose and General Responsibilities

A. Purpose of Agreement. NMFS and the Participant enter into this Agreement for the
following purposes:

1. To provide for rapid response and investigation of stranded marine mammals (pinniped
and cetacea) within the Greater Atlantic Region in accordance with the purposes and
policies of the MMPA.

=

To implement Title I'V (Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program) of the
MMPA:

a. To facilitate the collection and dissemination of reference data on the health of
marine mammals and health trends of marine mammal populations in the wild;

b. To correlate the health of marine mammals and marine mammal populations the
wild with available data on physical, chemical, and biological environmental
parameters; and

c: To detect and coordinate effective responses to Marine Mammal Unusual
Mortality Events (UMEs).

3 To specify the activities during which the Participant may take stranded marine mammals
(pinniped and cetacea) or marine mammal parts for the primary purpose of ensuring the
appropriate response, disposition, and utilization of stranded marine mammals or marine
mammal parts under MMPA sections 109(h), 112(c), and 403 and the Agreement.

4. To define the nature and extent of services that the Participant will provide NMFS under
this Agreement and NMFS’ responsibilities to the Participant.

5. To specify the requirements for the preparation and maintenance and reporting of records
containing scientific data obtained from dead and live stranded marine mammals or parts
from dead stranded marine mammals.

6. To provide for the timely exchange of information for use by both parties and other
network members in furthering the objectives of the MMPA under this Agreement.

B. Joint Responsibilities

NMES and the Participant will work cooperatively to:

Implement Title IV of the MMPA.
2. Effectively respond to and investigate the causes and impacts of UMEs.
5
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k) Collect the appropriate data for determination of serious injuries and mortalities due to
human interactions.

4. Collect reference data on marine mammal health and diseases.

5. Collect data on the frequency and causes of strandings.

6. Interpret findings and identify health trends and diseases of concern to mclude emerging,
reportable, and zoonotic diseases.

C. NMFS Responsibilities

NMFS must:

1. Provide the Participant with notice of any changes to laws, regulations, policies and/or
guidelines applicable to or promulgated by NMFS that may apply to the Participant’s
activities. This includes criteria for issuance, renewal and termination of stranding
agreements. Notwithstanding this provision, it is the responsibility of the Participant to
comply with all laws, regulations, policies and/or guidelines that apply to the
Participant’s activities.

2. Conduct periodic compliance reviews of Stranding Agreements as stated in Article IX.

i Provide guidance and assistance regarding investigation of marine mammal unusual
mortality events including financial and physical resources (example: NOAA laboratory
assistance) and financial resources when available and authorized (in accordance with
section 405 of the MMPA — UME National Contingency Fund) and in coordination with
the Working Group on Marine Mammal Unusual Mortality Events.

4. Alert the Participant when NMF S has been notified that there are diseases of concern that
are emerging, reportable, and/or zoonotic within the Greater Atlantic Region.

5. Pursuant to criteria established under the MMPA section 407, provide access to the
National Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Response Program Database, as
developed, and access to marine mammal tissues in the National Marine Mammal Tissue
Bank followmg NMFS data and tissue access procedures and policies.

6. As needed and as resources are available, provide specialized marine mammal stranding

Virginia

response and mvestigation training on a local, regional or national basis. Pursuant to
MMPA section 402, collect and update periodically and make available
to stranding network participants and other qualified scientists, existing information on:

a. Procedures and practices for rescuing and rehabilitating stranded marine
mammals;
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b. Species by species criteria used by the stranding network participants, for
determining at what point a marine mammal undergoing rescue and rehabilitation
15 returnable to the wild based on its ability to survive in the wild and nsk to the
wild population of manne mammals;

c. Procedures and practices for collecting, preserving, labeling, and transporting
marine mammal tissues for physical, chemical, and biological analyses;

d. Relevant scientific literature on marine mammal health, disease, and
rehabilitation;

e. Compilation and analyses of strandings by region to monitor species, numbers,
conditions, and causes of illness and death in stranded marine mammals; and

f. Other life history and reference level data, including marine mammal tissue
analyses that would allow comparison of the causes of illness and death in
stranded marine mammals with physical, chemical, and biological environmental

parameters.

8. Identify a Greater Atlantic Region Marine Mammal Stranding Program Coordinator who
will serve as the Participant’s primary point of contact for notification, coordination,
reporting, and response activities as specified throughout this Agreement. The NMFS
Regional Administrator will serve as the Participant’s primary point of contact for
administration of the Agreement, as well as dispositions and other management activities
as specified throughout the Agreement. The NMFS Regional Administrator’s
designated point of contact for this Agreement is the NMFS Greater Atlantic Region
Marine Mammal Stranding Response Coordinator, Greater Atlantic Regional
Fisheries Office, Protected Resources Division (please see Attachment B for contact
information).

9. In certain circumstances such as large scale events (e.g. mass stranding, unusual mortality
events, live nght whale stranding), NMFS may establish a formal Incident Command
System (1CS) for response, including the identification of an Incident Commander. For
events such as oil spills, NMFS will follow direction from United States Coast Guard
{(USCG). Opportunities for ICS training can be accessed through the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (see http://'www.training. fema. gov/EMIWeb/[S/is100.asp), USCG,
or NMFS. If necessary, guidance will be provided by NMF3 on a case-by-case basis.

10. Relay reports of stranded marine mammals (live or dead) within the Participant’s
geographic range to the Participant and inquire whether the Participant has the capability
to respond. If the Participant cannot respond, the Stranding Coordinator may make
requests to other regional Stranding Participants to respond.

11. Coordinate regional activities to maximize geographic coverage while facilitating
appropriate division of responsibilities among regional Participants according to

7
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14,

institutional abilities and authorities.

Respond to the Participant’s completed requests for authorizations such as requests for
parts authorizations, parts transfers, and release determinations.

Provide information regarding availability of Prescott Grants and any other relevant
NMFS funding opportunities.

For emergency stranding events (live or dead), provide and maintain a 24-hour stranding
hotline number; 1-866-755-NOAA (6622),

D. Participant Responsibilities

The Participant must:

1.

Virginia

Comply with laws, regulations, policies and/or guidelines applicable to or promulgated
by NMFS that apply to activities under this Agreement; or any Federal, state or municipal
laws that pertain to stranding network operations (e.g., municipal water management
laws).

Cooperate with other members of the Greater Atlantic Region Stranding Network and the
National Marine Mammal Stranding Program as well as Federal, state, and local officials
and employees in matters supporting the purposes of this Agreement.

Be subject to the direction of a designated employee (e.g., NMFS Marine Mammal
Stranding Coordinator or NMFS Special Agent) representing the NMFS Greater Atlantic
Region Regional Administrator or Office of Law Enforcement with respect to the taking
of a stranded marine mammal.

Manage any and all expenses that the Participant incurs associated with the activities
authorized by this Agreement. NMFS does not have funds to reimburse volunteers for
expenses incurred in responding to stranding events. However, under the marine mammal
UME process, funding may be available for costs associated with specific analyses and
additional requests in accordance with section 405 of the MMPA UME National
Contingency Fund and in coordination with the Working Group on Marine Mammal
Unusual Mortality Events. Additionally, competitive funding opportunities for Stranding
Network Participants may be available through the Prescott Stranding Assistance Grant
Program (see hitp:/'www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/prescott/).

Promote human and public safety by taking precautions against injury or disease to any
network personnel, volunteers, and the general public when working with live or dead
marine mammals.

Notify immediately the NMFS Stranding Coordinator upon learning of any diseases of
concern (e.g., emerging, reportable, and/or zoonotic diseases) that are detected and/or

i
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1.

10

11.

12.

13

Virginia

confirmed that could be a potential hazard for public health or animal health (NMFS will
provide guidance on reportable diseases as it becomes available).

Follow requirements for the transfer of marine mammal parts (30 CFR 216.37):

a. Non-diagnostic parts, tissues, cells, pametes, or cell cultures to be used for
scientific research, species enhancement, or education must be transferred only to
persons or labs that have received prior written authorization from the NMFS
MMPA/ESA scientific research permit or a Regional Parts Authorization Letter. A
umique field number assigned by NMFS (e.g., NMFS Registration Number) or the
Participant must be marked on or affixed to the marine mammal part or container.

b. Diagnostic parts, tissue samples, fluid specimens, parts, or cells may be
transferred to labs within the United States for diagnostic use without any
additional authorizations.

Work cooperatively with the NMFS and the USCG in a hazardous waste spill (i.e., oil
spills) ICS if implemented.

Notify the NMFS Regional Administrator in writing within 30 days of any changes in its
Designee organizations, key personnel (see Attachment A), capabilities, and/or ability to
respond within its geographic coverage area.

If requested, coordinate with NMFS to develop and implement a media plan relating to
stranding events.

Photo documenting (still or video) for other than diagnostic or identification purposes
{such as dorsal fin identification, documentation of lesions, scars, etc.) that does not
interfere with or influence the conduet of the stranding responders and response in any
way or cause additional harassment to manne mammals.

If requested by the NMFS Regional Stranding Coordinator, the Participant will provide
copies of any photographs, films, and/or videotapes documenting any stranding,
particularly for those strandings when human interactions are reported or suspected.
Reimbursement for this request is subject to negotiation between NMFS and the
Participant. Any photography, film and/or videotape of the stranding response used for
educational or commereial purposes of stranding response should by the Participant
should include a credit, acknowledgment, or caption indicating that the stranding
response was conducted under a Stranding Agreement between NMFS and the
Participant under the authority of the MMPA. NMFS will not reproduce, modify,
distribute, or publicly display the photograph, film, and/or videotape without consent of
the owner, unless required to release a copy under Federal law or order (such as the
Freedom of Information Act).

By its nature, the handling of stranded marine mammals (dead or alive) is potentially a
dangerous activity. The Participant must indemnify and hold harmless the United States

9
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14,

15.

16.

17.

Virginia

Government from any and all losses, damages, or hability -or claims therefore -on
account of personal injury, death, or property damage of any nature whatsoever, arising
out of the activities of the Participant, his/her/its employees, his‘her/its qualified
representatives, designees, subcontractors, volunteers, or agents. Liability for personis)
acting under this agreement 1s addressed in sections 406(a) and (b) of the MMPA [16
US.C1421(e)].

Provide accurate and honest information in all reports to NMFS.

Except where a longer period is specified (e.g., 15 years for rehabilitation cases, see
Attachment D NMFS Best Pracrices for Marine Mammal Stranding Response,
Rehabilitation, and Release — Standavd for Rehabilitation Facilities), maintain records
upon which required reports are based for at least 3 years on-site.

Upon request by the NMFS Regional Administrator, allow the Regional Stranding
Coordinator, other appropriate NMFS employees, or any other appropriate person duly
designated by the Regional Administrator, to inspect the facilities and inspect and/or
request records that pertain to stranding network activities.

Verbally report any right whale sightings that occur or are reported as part of their normal
activities. See Attachment B for contact information.
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Article III: Dead Animal Response

A. The Participant may take species of marine mammals under the MMPA for the purpose
of dead animal investigation and response.

Subject to the conditions contained in this Agreement, the MMPA, and the implementing
regulations, the Participant may take dead stranded marine mammals or parts therefrom for the
collection of data on the health and health trends of wild populations, for the detection of marine
mammal UMEs, for the detection of signs of human interaction, for research or education on
marine mammal biology and life istory, for the determination of cause of death, for the
detection of human caused and natural mortality, or for other research as deemed appropriate by
the NMFS. These activities specifically include: obtaining measurements and biological samples
from dead stranded marine mammals; disposing, or assisting in the disposal, of dead stranded
marine mammals at an appropriate landfill or other suitable location; and taking and transporting
dead stranded or floating dead marine mammals, or parts therefrom, to facilities or individuals
approved pursuant to 50 CFR. 216.22 for scientific research, maintenance in a properly curated,
professionally accredited scientific collection, or for educational purposes.

B. Terms and Conditions for Dead Animal Response
1. Response

a. The Participant must respond as practicable to reports of dead stranded marine
mammals within the geographic range or response specified under Article I,
Mumber B.2. If the Participant is the closest and/or first responder, the Participant
is considered to be the on-site coordinating organization and is in charge of all
on-site activities. In centain circumstances such as a UME, mass stranding, or
endangered marine mammal stranding, NMFS may implement the ICS structure
and designate an on-site coordinator to be in charge of the event (see Article II
C9). In all situations, the Participant will cooperate with Federal, state and local
government officials and employees and other stranding network participants
when responding to these strandings. If the Participant receives a venfied report
of a dead stranded marine mammal and does not have the capability to respond
appropriately to the report, the Participant must notify the NMFS Regional
Stranding Coordinator and/or adjacent stranding network participants within 24
hours if feasible.

b. If the Participant leaves a dead animal at the stranding site or in thecase of a UME
or mass stranding response, the Participant must, 1f feasible, mark each animal
with a tag or mark, such as roto-tags or grease stick, to assist with data collection
and to prevent multiple reports on the same animal(s).

c. If requested by NMFS Regional Stranding Coordinator and if feasible and
practicable, the Participant will assist with stranding response in neighbornng
areas outside the Participant geographic range (specified in Article I B2).

11

Virginia Marine Mam@@8R5Conservation Pl an 122



Virginia Marine Mam@@8R5Conservation Pl an 123














































































