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 November 14, 2022 

Dear Marine Resource Committee Members, 

 

On behalf of the Pacific Marine Mammal Center, we are writing to present our 

experience regarding the negative impact gillnets have on marine animals off the 

California coast. Our organization is responsible for providing care for sick and injured 

wild marine mammals in Orange County, California and entanglement in 8” 

monofilament gillnet is the most common type of entanglement reported in our region. 

Our organization has seen the pain and suffering associated with these chronic 

entanglements and we appreciate the Marine Resource Committee’s prioritization of 

this important issue. As a veterinarian for these animals I have taken an oath to alleviate 

suffering, which is that reason I am submitting written and oral comment regarding this 

issue in an attempt to prevent and end the suffering of our patients that these gillnets 

inflict.  

 

Marine Mammal Fisheries Observers report incidents of fatal marine mammal bycatch 

entanglements associated with gillnet fishery, but marine mammals that manage to 

escape before drowning but still retain life threatening gear are not included in the 

impact assessment. The 8” monofilament mesh size of this fishery is just large enough 

for most pinniped species to get their head partially entrapped, most often getting stuck 

just behind the ears or around the neck. Unable to free themselves from this gear, the 

monofilament slowly cuts through the soft tissue of the neck muscles and into vital 

structures including the trachea, esophagus, blood vessel, nerves and even bone, 

eventually leading to infection, sepsis, pneumonia, starvation and death. We have 

documented cases of pinnipeds suffering from these gillnet entanglements for months 

to years prior death, highlighting the prolonged suffering sustained by these chronic 

life threatening injuries. Please see the patient cases presented in Appendix 1 showing 

just a small sample of some of the pinniped patients we have rescued, some of which 

we able to be treated and others died as a result of their chronic entanglements. 

 

Rescuing these entangled pinnipeds is exceptionally challenging and expensive, 

costing thousands of dollars in labor, gas and boat time per rescue attempt. These 

interventions often require large teams of skilled rescuers with more than 20 people 

and 5 boats to safely deploy remote sedation via dart gun to facilitate capture of these 

large pinnipeds. There is significant oversight of these rescue operations from 

NOAA/NMFS that are responsible for assessing the risks and benefits of both animal 

and human safety when deploying these challenging and potentially life threatening 

rescue techniques. Attached (Appendix 2) is a document called an “In Action Report” 

that we submit to NOAA/NMFS to obtain evaluation and permission for remote 

sedation disentanglement rescue attempts and all remote sedation attempts are 

performed under NOAA/NMFS permits and oversight. The purpose of including this 

document is to highlight the labor intensive effort necessary to help these chronically 

entangled pinnipeds. Due to the inherit risk of a marine mammal drowning following
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sedation administration, deployment of this rescue technique cannot be approved until 

the entanglement injury is deemed life threatening. This can necessitate prolonged 

monitoring periods of entangled pinnipeds, and when these injured pinnipeds frequent 

marinas or nearshore buoys draw significant attention and outcry from the public 

demanding something be done to help these animals with these very graphic and 

progressively worsening entanglements.  

 

Pinnipeds are not the only marine mammals that have negative interactions with these 

8” monofilament gillnets. Our team has recently assisted NOAA with disentanglement 

of a juvenile grey whale with monofilament gillnet entangled around the peduncle and 

flukes (tail region). The whale was severely emaciated and the compromised the flukes 

of the whale.  

 

We commend the Marine Resource Committee for looking deeper into the bycatch 

impacts of these gillnet fisheries. The Pacific Marine Mammal Center is in full support 

of sustainable fisheries and recognize the challenges in sustaining the needs of 

commercial and recreational fisheries and their impact on marine life. We hope our 

statement encourages the committee to not only take into account the acute deaths of 

marine mammals that drown when they are entangled in these gillnets, but also the 

marine mammals that are successful at freeing themselves from the nets, only to suffer 

from the retained gear that slowly results in their prolonged suffering and death.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Alissa C. Deming, DVM, MS, PhD       

Pacific Marine Mammal Center     

Vice President of Conservation Medicine 
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Appendix 1: Examples of several cases of chronic gillnet entanglements in pinnipeds and a whale that have presented to the 

Pacific Marine Mammal Center. Details of each case are given below the photos. 

 

 
Van Gogh was rescued by the Pacific Marine Mammal Center on April 2nd, 2019 from Huntington Beach. His gillnet 

entanglement was so severe that it cut off a portion of his ear. 

 

 

 
Berry was rescued from Newport Beach in December of 2006. Along with his entanglement, he was also very malnourished. 

With the way that the gillnet was wrapped around his neck and face, he likely was unable to eat.  

 

 

 

 
Loki was rescued in April of 2021. He was too large and alert to safely capture with a net, so he was remotely sedated and 

brought back to PMMC for treatment. This remote sedation required a team of about 25 people, with 5 boats in the water. His 

gillnet entanglement was so tight that it lacerated his esophagus and cut into his oral cavity, causing detachment of his tongue 

from his esophagus. He had to receive multiple surgeries in order to close the wounds and reattach his tongue to his 

esophagus. He was released a few months later, but will forever have the scars from his entanglement.  

 

 



 
Bolt was first sighted in February 2021. He was reported for multiple months, but would only show up on the docks for a few 

days, then leave for multiple weeks. This made it very difficult to get a team together, as we would arrive to the docks and he 

would already be gone. Our team was able to remotely sedate and rescue him on July 24th, 2021. He had a severe gillnet 

entanglement injury and was malnourished- our team noticed him losing weight over the months of monitoring him. We were 

able to successfully remove the gillnet, but he later died while under anesthesia due to complications from pneumothorax. 

 

 

 

 

 
“Stubby” is a sad example of what can happen if a gillnet is not able to be removed from a marine mammal. Stubby was 

sighted for over a year by our team in 2021-2022. Our remote sedation team met together multiple times to attempt to rescue 

this animal. On some occasions, our team would arrive, and Stubby would not be on the dock that he was often 

spotted on. Additionally, since the area that he hauled out on got crowded during the day time, it severely 

restricted our ability to safely remote sedate this animal. There were many occasions when this animal was 

reported, but could not be remotely sedated due to large crowds in the harbor causing a public safety concern. In 

August, our team received a call about a deceased sea lion floating in the Dana Point Harbor, with an 

entanglement that matched Stubby’s. Upon necropsy, our team found that the gillnet had gotten so tight around 

his head, that it cut through his skull and into his brain. 

 

 



 
This animal, nicknamed “Peachie” by our team, has not been rescued by PMMC. She was first sighted in March 

of 2022. Rescue attempts have been made, however she is very alert and aware of our team, and jumps off the 

buoy as soon as a rescue team approaches.  
 

  



 

Appendix 2: Examples of “In Action Report” outlining the planning and approval processes for remote sedation rescue 

attempts of pinnipeds that are chronically entangled in 8” monofilament gillnet. This plan highlights the massive effort 

required to attempt rescue of these large marine mammals. The case highlighted below was monitored for over a year, with 

three separate, unsuccessful rescue attempts. Later this animal was found deceased and necropsy findings confirmed death 

was the result of the monofilament entanglement cutting through the skull of the sea lion, resulting in his death. 

 



 

 





 

 



 

 





 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 





 

 



 

 



 


