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Beached baby whale survives, but may never swim free again

By Lisa Fuss
The Misis Ml

STOCK ISLAND, Fla. — An orphan
pygmy sperm whale found stranded last
May in the Flonida Keys has beaten the
odds by simply staying alive and is likely
to became the first of its kind to live per-
manently in captivity.

Marine mammal experts will decide
soun whether Summer, & 205-pound, six-
foat female whale discovered on a Key
West beach, 15 eligible for release into the
wild

But the youngster already has two
strikes against her, making her chances of
returning 1o the Atlantic Ocean slim 1w
none: The call, who was never weaned
by her mother, cannot forage for food,
experts say, and possibly has a ruptured
air sac on her blunt head

Though a ruptured aie sac isa't life-
threatemng in captivity, the mjury makes

deep diving impossible. Pygmy spern
whales cutch squid and jellyfish w depihs
af B00-plus feet
I marine iologists rule that Summer
asn’t it for freedom, the whal
swim in o cluss of her own. The 11-
manth-old would be the anly nehabiliti
ed pygmy sperm whale in captivity any-
e, an odds-defying fed it has the
mammal rescue ¢

‘s pretty resnarkible that she's made
it this sabd Miami Seaquanium direc-
tor Robent Rose, who has seen counthess
tragic stories involving strnded pygmy
sperm whales. “1Cs & case I'm certain
everyone is going to watch closely,
because it is such i first.

Dubbed Summer because of her dis
covery on the solstice, the small black
whale has been kept recentl
ed cove at the City Electric

on Stock lsland. Droves of volunteers
have ki since that (weful night,
el % a8 tedious as removing
seaweed from Summer's ocean pen
Alihough the prognosis was paor
the whale’s age and initial
* Summer has stayed
wough o fungal inf
and & high white-blood
i that some thought meant thai

vt

Ly Arold, marine mammal rcha
hilitation director for Wildlife Rescue of
the Florida Keys, says she was originally
pessimistic about Summer's chances.
Pypmy sperm whales, the second-most
rine mammal species 1o
oids — bottlenose dolphins
are the st common — typically do ol
ul i Few weeks of beaching
Arnold says. A handful of
pvamy sperm whales beach themselves

in the Keys ench year, Sammer is the first
1o have survived

Marine mammal experts have had lit:
tle success rehabilitating pygmy sperm
whales simply because so little is known
about them, Unlike dolphins that swim in
pods el to shore, pygmy sperm

whales pair up and stuy in deep ocean
o

have oaly heen able o study the narrow-
juwed whales when the animals are ill or

dead

Federal nuthorities are weighing Sum-
mer's future. Summer is scientists’ best
shot at being able 1w study o live, healthy
pygmy sperm whale: Mote Marine Labo-
ratory in Sarasota is caring for an adull
pygmy sperm whale that recently strand-
edl, bul the prognosis is poar.

Blair Mase, stranding coordinator for
the National Marine Fisheries Service,

insists that a decision to keep the whale in
Iuman care is a lst resort.

“The goal of rchabilitation always is o
return them to their environment, but
sometimes, as it appears in this case, that
is not always possible,” said Mase, who
is monitoring Summer's progress on
behalf of the government. “She's still
nursing, and she's never leamed 1o forage
in the wild on her own. ... Sending her
back out there at this point could be like
vitking & small child away from its mother
and saying, “Now go fend for yourself."

A final decision on Summer’s fate is
weeks away, The University of Hawaii
has offered 1o adopt Summer and place
her in @ deep-waler lagoon al its marine
research facility. Mase says the offer will
be considered, as will others.

“Ir's got to be the right situation,”
Mase sind. “We want it all W be perfect
after bow far Summer has come.”
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