




Placement in the water

Transporting the animal

Evacuation

Protection from the sun

Comfortable position

Accompaniment 

LiveLive
cetaceancetacean

Live strandings of cetaceans represent 3% of strandings. This sheet deals with animals whose size allows 
them to be handled using easily mobilized means (<5 m). The presence of a live cetacean on a beach is 
abnormal and requires intervention that must be adapted to each case.   

Reporting          (see Technical Sheet 1)

•	 Warn the witness about the health risks associated with a live animal (blowhole, effluents) and the risks of 
sudden movements.

•	 Ask the witness for a fairly precise size estimate in order to determine the extent of rescue means necessary.
•	 Ask the witness for a general photograph in order to identify the species.
•	 Verify whether the animal is alive (regular breathing and movements).
•	 Evaluate the accessibility to the sea by determining the layout of the site, the tide and the state of the sea.

Intervention
The course of intervention depends on the size of the animal, the resources that can be 
mobilized (mainly nautical) and environmental conditions. The preferred course of action is 
getting the animal back into the ocean using the necessary means and skills: rescue services, 
technical services, veterinarian, etc. 

GET THE ANIMAL IN A COMFORTABLE POSITION
•	 Act calmly, establish a security perimeter if necessary, limit crowding and noise pollution.
•	 Place the animal on its stomach, keep its skin moist and protect it from the sun with a wet towel.
•	 Protect its blowhole from sand and water splashes.
•	 On a soft substrate, dig under the pectoral fins to restore the animal to its anatomical position and fill the 

trenches with water.
•	 On a hard substrate, isolate the animal using a tarpaulin, towels or a mattress.

TRANSPORT
•	 Move the animal preferably using a soft stretcher or a tarpaulin.
•	 Remember to systematically protect it from the sun using towels or a mattress.
•	 Ensure that the pectoral fins are in the correct position by raising the rib cage off the ground with folded 

towels.
•	 Make sure that the animal does not tip over by stabilizing the body using rolled towels or foam blocks.
•	 Make sure that the animal is not towed by its tail or handled by the pectoral fins.

REFLOATING
•	 Mobilize competent people (principally firefighters, lifeguards [CRS-MNS] or members of the National Sea 

Rescue Society [Société Nationale de Sauvetage en Mer, SNSM]).
•	 Coordinate the refloating of the animal in one of three ways:

	 •	 from the stranding site using trained people to beyond the surf area,
	 •	 from the stranding site using a boat to at least 1 nautical mile from the coast,
	 •	 move the animal to another site that is more suitable for refloating, quieter or with easier boat access.

•	 Carefully return the animal to the water and keep it on the surface until it re-acclimatizes.
•	 Let the animal go without grabbing its fins and observe its behaviour.

In the case of a cow-calf pair or other small groups (2 to 3 individuals), bring them together and refloat them 
simultaneously. If the animal or animals persist in stranding themselves, euthanasia may need to be considered. 
This procedure is reserved for a veterinarian, it requires special monitoring and consultation with the scientific 
coordinator.

Communication            (see Technical Sheet 1)

•	 Send the completed «stranding» sheet with photographs specifying the participants and actions carried out.
•	 Thank participants and, if necessary, write letters to the organizations that mobilized staff and means.
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Protect the animal’s skin from the sun 
using a wet cloth 

Cover the animal’s eyes 
to calm it down

Do not obstruct the blowhole

Dig holes in the substrate for the fins

Possible technique 
of lifting a cetacean 
for refloating

Technique to lift 
and transport a cetacean

Give the animal time to get used to the swell 
and find its bearings

Let the animal go 
and observe its behaviour

ACT CALMLY, THE ANIMAL’S SURVIVAL DEPENDS ON IT

M
ar

ch
 2

0
17

 | 
Ph

ot
os

: C
. B

ar
th

e 
/ O

N
C

FS
, S

. L
ar

an
 / 

O
bs

er
va

to
ire

 P
EL

AG
IS

, A
. A

ud
ry

, P
. R

ou
ss

ea
u 

/ R
N

N
 d

e 
M

oë
ze

-O
lé

ro
n,

 O
. V

an
 C

an
ne

yt
 / 

O
bs

er
va

to
ire

 P
EL

AG
IS

, J
.R

. M
es

lin
 | 

D
es

ig
n 

an
d 

pr
od

uc
tio

n:
 C

. D
ar

s,
 W

. D
ab

in
, G

. D
or

ém
us

, H
. P

el
tie

r &
 O

. V
an

 C
an

ne
yt

 | 
In

fo
gr

ap
hi

c 
an

d 
ill

us
tr

at
io

n:
 Y

. S
ou

ch
e 

fr
ee

ly
 in

sp
ire

d 
by

 d
e 

G
er

ac
i, 

J.R
. a

nd
 V

.J.
 L

ou
ns

bu
ry

. 2
0

0
5.

 M
ar

in
e 

M
am

m
al

s 
As

ho
re

: a
 fi

el
d 

G
ui

de
 fo

r s
tr

an
di

ng
s.

 2
nd

 E
di

tio
n.

 N
at

io
na

l A
qu

ar
iu

m
 in

 B
al

tim
or

e,
 B

al
tim

or
e,

 M
D

.

Good gestures!

Technique 
for positioning 

a cetacean 
on a tarpaulin

Gently put the animal in water 
while keeping your hands under its body



LiveLive
sealseal

Raise awareness

Capture of a whitecoat

Capture of a grey seal

Evacuation

Rehabilitation centre

Release

Seals stranded alive represent 6% of strandings. The presence of a seal on a beach is natural and the 
situation is therefore most often normal. Depending on their condition some seals may require treatment 
at a rehabilitation centre. These cases usually involve animals that are very weak or injured, or young 
weaned pups prematurely separated from their mother (due to disturbances in the colony for example). 
This phenomenon is seasonal and varies based on the species.  

Reporting          (see Technical Sheet 1)

•	 Warn the witness of the risks to their health and safety, particularly of bites.
•	 Inform the witness about the normal presence of seals on our coasts, of the benefit of reporting strandings, 

and thank them.
•	 Request a photograph to identify the species and to determine its general condition (girth).

	 INTERVENE: STRANDING 	 INTERVENE: OBSERVATION AND MONITORING

•	 Describe the behaviour of the animal: reaction, distance from the sea, aggressiveness.
•	 Evaluate the weight and size of the animal because mainly the young of the year will be taken care of.
•	 DO NOT INTERVENE until you are sure that the animal is in difficulty and that a rehabilitation centre can 

accommodate it.

Intervention
•	 Check whether the animal is tagged on its hind flippers.
•	 Get in touch with the nearest rehabilitation centre to organize transport.
•	 Request that the fire department’s animal team transports the animal if you cannot.
•	 Capture the animal using protective equipment.
•	 Regardless of the technique, keep out of reach of the jaws (use a net, covering, lasso, shield).
•	 Transport the animal using a closed and ventilated crate.
•	 Place the animal in a dry place at room temperature and do not try to feed it.

Other actions can be considered; they require consultation with the scientific coordinator:
•	 Relocation of young seals, if its presence poses a safety risk in a frequented place.
•	 Euthanasia by a veterinarian, on injured or sick adult seals for which rehabilitation is impossible (due to their 

size, the risk of bites, or the seriousness of their condition or injuries).

Communication            (see Technical Sheet 1)

•	 Send photographs and the «stranding» sheet, specifying the parties involved (contact details of the 
rehabilitation centre and number given to the animal), and the actions carried out.

•	 Thank participants and, if necessary, write letters to the organizations that mobilized staff and means.

 

Grey seals

Harbour
seals

Polar seals

J M SM J NF J OA A D

Seasonal distribution of seal pup strandings

Tag
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Reporting of a pup in weak condition

Place it in the transport container

Close the container 
and make sure it is ventilated

Approach the animal calmly 
but without hesitating

Cover the animal’s head 
with a towel

Capture technique using panels to guide 
the animal into the cage

REMAIN VIGILANT
EVEN AN APATHIC SEAL CAN BITE
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The different capture techniques

Quickly and vigorously grab the hind limbs, 
lift the animal off the ground, 

making sure to keep the head at a distance

Capture technique 
using a net stretcher

Technique for capturing
a young seal



of a large dead cetaceanof a large dead cetacean
Stranding Stranding 

Lifting

Opening

Cutting panels

Samples

Evacuation

Large dead cetaceans represent 1.5% of strandings. This sheet deals with animals whose 
size and weight require that they be cut up at the stranding site (> 8 m).
This type of intervention combines scientific exploitation and evacuation and is a logistical 
challenge requiring close collaboration between the National Stranding Network (Réseau 
National Echouages, RNE), the municipality and the authorities.   

Reporting          (see Technical Sheet 1)

•	 Ask the witness to provide a size estimate that is precise enough to allow the assessment 
of the animal’s weight and therefore determine the means required.

•	 Ask the witness for a general photograph from which to determine the species, condition 
and confirm the size.

•	 Determine the layout of the site, the tide and the accessibility, particularly for heavy vehicles.

Intervention
The course of the intervention will depend on the size and weight of the animal, as well as 
the layout of the site. Most often, the necropsy and quartering will be carried out directly on 
the beach. If the animal can be towed to a port dock this will make it easier for manoeuvring 
machinery and evacuating and cleaning the site.  

ORGANISE 
•	 Determine which resources and personnel are needed and mobilize them (RNE and external intervention).
•	 Organize an information meeting with all participants before the start of operations.
•	 Take precautions against exposure to putrefaction gases when opening up the carcass (asphyxiation and 

explosion).

Roles and responsibilities:
•	 RNE: advising the authorities, scientific exploitation and operations management.
•	 Municipality: logistical support according to their means.
•	 Departmental Directorate for the Protection of Populations*: intermediary to the Prefecture (requisition of re-

sources) and to France Agrimer (quartering, transport and rendering services) and responsible for site cleaning.
•	 Gendarmerie, police, fire brigade: public security during the operations.

Means to be implemented (for a cetacean measuring 15 m and an estimated weight of 25 t):
•	 Lifting crane, 50 t minimum, with straps and slings (to lift the animal out of the water for example).
•	 Hydraulic digger, 30 to 40 t, with a narrow bucket (for cutting) and a wide bucket (for loading).
•	 Backhoe loader for moving and loading pieces.
•	 Rendering truck, 32 t, with removable bucket.
•	 Beach cleaning machine or fire hose for paved areas.

OPERATE 
•	 Establish a safety perimeter of at least 100 m for the manoeuvring of machinery.
•	 Delegate roles among the RNE members, e.g. 3 to 4 people for cutting, 1 to 2 people for collecting and packa-

ging samples, 1 person to take photographs and complete the «stranding» sheet.
•	 Appoint a field coordinator to be in charge of guiding operations.
•	 Perform the examination, cutting, collection of samples and evacuation simultaneously.
•	 Ask the crane operator or the knacker for the actual weight of the animal.

Communication            (see Technical Sheet 1)

•	 The stranding of large cetaceans arouses great interest from the public and the media. Designate someone to 
be in charge of correspondence.

*DDPP or DDCSPP (Départementale de la Protection des Populations)

Relationship between size / weight 
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Humpback whale
Sperm whale
Fin whale
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Safety perimeter of 100 meters 
before any operations

Cut panels 
to access organs

Backhoe loader 
for moving and loading 

pieces

Rendering truck

Opening with the help 
of a mechanical shovel 

and slings

BE AWARE OF YOUR SAFETY AROUND MANOEVRING MACHINERY M
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Conducting operations
on the beach

External examination

Samples

Make knife incisions before cutting 
and separating the carcass

Precautions against 
putrefaction gases


