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Release Sites

• Northern tip of Cape Cod
– Deep water access
– Outside of Cape Cod Bay

• Requires transport from 
stranding site
– Use flatbed or enclosed 

trailers
– Dolphins on foam

= Identified release sites
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Incident Commander

Information Officer Safety Officer

Operations 
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Release Site 
Supervisor
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** Notes: 

• The Logistics Section and Resource Unit will still exist, 
but will be down-scaled at this point

• The Release Site Supervisor will most likely be one of 
the original Site Supervisors

• The Safety Officer will take on an even greater role and 
will work directly with the RSS

• Medical team will reassess all animals prior to release

• Tagging team will apply all tags

• Supportive care providers will often be those volunteers 
who cannot/will not enter the water.  These individuals 
will also serve as the sighting team to re-sight animals 
immediately after release

• Each Release Task Force will have a full team for 
entering the water, and one Safety Spotter to remain on 
land and keep a head count

• The maximum number of animals released at one time 
is 4 (based on resources and safety).  Additional 
animals will be released in subsequent groups

Supportive 
Care 

Providers/ 
Sighting 
Team



Release Procedures

• Sign in at release site

• Receive safety vest
• Place foam on beach  

• Staff completes pre-release 
health assessments

• Staff cattle-ear tags all animals 
on the dorsal fin and sat tags 
selected animal(s)

• Move dolphins to beach 

• 1-2 people assigned per animal 
to provide supportive care



Release Procedures continued

• Release Site Supervisor briefs all volunteers
• Team Leader assigned for each dolphin
• Groups of animals/personnel enter the water 

together and are released simultaneously
• Release Teams exit water immediately after 

release and gather with Safety Spotter (Note: If 
instructed to do so during the briefing, remain in 
the water and form a human chain, slapping the 
water with your hands)

• Safety Spotters report to Safety Officer
• Sighting Team tracks animals visually after 

release
• Assist in recovering all gear
• Check out from release site
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Release Method #1

• All the personnel on one side of stretcher 
(determined at briefing) drop handles

• All personnel on the other side hang onto 
handles 

Stretcher

= drop 
stretcher

= hold 
stretcher

Beach



Release Method #2

• Personnel on the last handle (at the tail 
end) on each side of dolphin - hang onto 
the stretcher 

• All other personnel let go of their handles

Stretcher

= drop 
stretcher

= hold 
stretcher

Beach



Both Methods

• Pectoral flippers need to clear 
stretcher

• Watch out for large flukes 
behind you

• No hands should be on the 
animal

• Use the buddy system- you are 
responsible for the person in 
front of you

• After release, get out of the 
water immediately and gather 
with your Safety Spotter on the 
shore

• Do not remain in the water 
unless directed to do so during 
the pre-release briefing



Human Safety Concerns

• Temperature (seasonal gear required)

• Light (releases in the dark require light sticks on 
each rescuer, additional lighting sources, and 
extra caution, no human chain, buddy system 
very important)

• Surf/Weather (only people comfortable with 
the conditions will go into the water, buddy 
system is extra important, no human chain)

• Thrashing (be aware of the danger zone and 
flukes when animal is being released)



Safety Reminders • Stranding staff may 
call off a release at 
any point

• Safety officer will be 
designated on site

• Season-appropriate 
gear necessary to go 
in water (dry suits, 
wet suits, etc.)

• Be quiet, listen for 
instructions

• Dolphins may thrash 
when enter water

• Use the buddy 
system for the 
release process



Why Tag/Mark?

• Identify animals during 
response

• Prevent double counting
• Allow ID for sightings at 

sea or re-strandings
• Monitor post-release 

survival
• Learn about behavior, 

movements, distribution 
of animals



Which Animals are Tagged/Marked?

• All animals, both live and 
dead, are tagged/marked 
in at least one manner

• Animal welfare is always 
top priority

• Tags/marks are applied 
during health 
assessments or just prior 
to release

• Candidates are chosen 
based on NOAA and vet 
approved protocols



The Welfare Aspect of Tagging
• Is it humane to tag?

– Yes, we believe so
– Roto tagging is mandated by NOAA regulations
– We strive to use the least invasive techniques 

available and to minimize pain and stress
– Tagging animals allows us to determine if they 

survive after release and if they behave “normally”
– We have a responsibility to ensure that release is in 

the best interest of each animal.  We can only know 
this by monitoring animals post-release

– By studying these few animals, we may infer similar 
results for non-tagged animals with similar health 
assessments



Paint Stick

• Non-invasive waxy paint
• Applied to all mass stranded 

animals to ID individuals 
during and after response

• Chronological or alphabetical 
at each site

• Applied to dorsal fin and/or 
dorsum

• Remains visible for a short 
period (days?)



Roto/Cattle Ear Tags
• Small, plastic tag used with 

livestock
• Single 6mm point of 

attachment
• Applied to all live animals 

deemed releasable, and 
often to dead/euthanized 
animals

• Applied to trailing edge of 
the dorsal fin with a gun 
(similar to the method of 
ear piercing)

• Remains visible for a 
moderate period (weeks-
months)

• Required by NOAA



Sirtrack Satellite/VHF Tags

• New minimally invasive 
satellite tag

• Single 8mm point of 
attachment

• Applied to selected 
candidates prior to release, 
for use with single and 
mass stranded cetaceans



• Applied to trailing edge of the dorsal fin 
– One 8mm hole drilled with specialized smooth bit
– Topical Lidocaine prior to drilling
– Lidocaine applied within drilled hole
– Attached with one pin- corrodible metal attachment
– Will pull through the fin like a roto-tag

• Satellite transmitter provides location data

• VHF transmitter allows for re-sighting and field 
evaluation

Sirtrack Satellite/VHF Tags
Continued



Wildlife Computers Satellite Tags

• Two tag types
– Spot (location only)
– Splash (location and dive 

depth information)

• Dive depth information 
creates more complete 
picture of post-release 
health

• Applied to selected 
candidates prior to release, 
for use with single and 
mass stranded cetaceans



WC Satellite Tags, cont’d

• Area numbed using 
Lidocaine injections

• Holes made with a 
modified smooth drill bit

• Attached to the dorsal fin 
with three 5mm plastic pins

• Pins disinfected with 
antibiotic ointment 

• Tag secured with  
corrodible zinc nuts
– Will corrode and fall off, 

allowing the tag to fall off 
animal





•Moderately invasive

•Extremely expensive

•Remote monitoring of 
location
•Remote monitoring of  
dive behavior

Satellite/TDR tag

•Moderately expensive•Minimally invasive 

•Remote monitoring of 
location

•Ability for focal follows

Satellite/VHF tag

•Requires re-sighting of 
animal

•Minimally invasive

•Inexpensive

•Moderate- long lasting
•Good for identification               
of re-stranded animals

Roto/cattle ear tag

•Wears off easily 

•Short duration

•Requires re-sighting of 
animal (at sea or 
stranded)

•Non-invasive

•Inexpensive

•Easily visible
•Good for identification

of re-stranded animals

Paint stick

ConPro


