
Ice Seal Unusual 
Mortality Event

Ice Seal Co-management Committee
21 January 2020

Barbara Mahoney

National Marine Fisheries Service



What is an Unusual Mortality Event?

An unusual mortality event, or UME for short, is defined under the Marine Mammal Protection Act as a 
stranding event that is unexpected, involves a significant die-off of any marine mammal population, and 
demands immediate response. 

There are seven criteria that makes a mortality event ‘unusual.

If the national Working Group on Marine Mammal Unusual Mortality Events, a group of marine 
mammal health experts, determines that an event meets one or more of the criteria, then it forwards a 
recommendation to NOAA’s Assistant Administrator for Fisheries to declare an Unusual Mortality 
Event.



What criteria define an UME?

The Working Group on Marine Mammal Unusual Mortality Events developed a set 
of criteria for determining an unusual mortality event:

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 in morbidity, 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 condition (e.g., blubber thickness).
6) Potentially significant morbidity, mortality, or stranding is observed in species, stocks, or 

populations that are particularly vulnerable (e.g., listed as depleted, threatened, or endangered or 
declining). 
1) 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.

Any of these criteria may indicate an unusual mortality event.



Why designate events as Unusual Mortality 

Events?

It authorizes a federal investigation led by the expertise of the working group to 
the investigate the event and focus:

• To minimize deaths.
• To determine the event cause.
• To determine the effect of the event on the population.
• To identify the role of environmental parameters in the event.

While the cause of many Unusual Mortality Events is unknown, the investigation 
aim to determine the cause for all events, when possible. 

Previous Unusual Mortality Events were caused by:
• Biotoxins
• Human interactions
• Infections
• Malnutrition



168 UME stranded seals TOTAL
10 alive seals

158 dead seals
1 ribbon seal



Bearded, ringed, and spotted seals

Bering Sea and Chukchi Sea (north of 60 )o
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2011-2016 Ice Seal 
Unusual Mortality Event

The UME primarily occurred from May 2011 to December 2012, but closed 
on 31 December 2016.

• Primarily ice seals including bearded (Erignathus barbatus), ribbon (Histriophoca fasciata), ringed 
(Pusa hispida), and spotted seals (Phoca largha)

• Primarily in northern and western Alaska
• The minimum estimate on the total number of impacted seals was 657 seals

• 233 dead stranded seals
• 179 subsistence hunted seals
• 245 live seals that stranded or were sampled during permitted health assessments studies

• The investigation identified that clinical signs were likely due to an abnormality of the molt
• A definitive cause for the abnormal molt and the UME was not determine


