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Testing detects algal toxins in Alaska marine
mammals

February 11 20

Algal toxins were detected in 13 species marine mammals from

16

Southeast Alaska to the Arctic Ocean during 2004 to 2013
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The locations of Alaska marine mammals that showed exposure to toxins from
harmful algae. Letters on animal figures correspond to species list at right.
Credit: NOAA Fisheries/Northwest Fisheries Science Center
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Toxins from harmful algae are present in Alaskan marine food webs in
high enough concentrations to be detected in marine mammals such as
whales, walruses, sea lions, seals, porpoises and sea otters, according to
new research from NOAA and its federal, state, local and academic
partners.

The findings, reported online today in the journal Harmful Algae,
document a major northward expansion of the areas along the Pacific
Coast where marine mammals are known to be exposed to algal toxins.
Since 1998, algal toxin poisoning has been a common occurrence in
California sea lions in Central California. However, this report is the
first documentation of algal toxins in northern ranging marine mammals
from southeast Alaska to the Arctic Ocean.

"What really surprised us was finding these toxins so widespread in
Alaska, far north of where they have been previously documented in
marine mammals," said Kathi Lefebvre, a NOAA Fisheries research
scientist who led the study. "However, we do not know whether the toxin
concentrations found in marine mammals in Alaska were high enough to
cause health impacts to those animals. It's difficult to confirm the cause
of death of stranded animals. But we do know that warming trends are
likely to expand blooms, making it more likely that marine mammals
could be affected in the future."
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http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1568988315301244
https://phys.org/tags/algal+toxins/
https://phys.org/tags/sea+lions/
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Warren Harding Lampe, left, and Raphaela Stimmelmayr of the North Slope
Borough Department of Wildlife Management collect tissue sample from a
walrus at Point Lay, Alaska. Walrus were among the Alaska marine mammals
that showed exposure to harmful algal toxins. Credit: Anna Bryan, Alaska
Department of Fish and Game

The Wildlife Algal-toxin Research and Response Network for the West
Coast (WARRN-West) tested samples from more than 900 marine
mammals that were harvested or found stranded in Alaska from 2004 to
2013. Testing found the algal toxins, domoic acid and saxitoxin, present
in low levels in some animals from each of the 13 marine mammal
species examined, and from all regions in Alaska.

The levels of these algal toxins were well below the seafood safety
regulatory limits. Gay Sheffield of the University of Alaska Fairbanks

and coauthor of this study, however, warned that clams found in the
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https://phys.org/tags/marine+mammal/
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stomachs of harvested walruses and bearded seals that are often eaten in
several coastal communities throughout western and northern Alaska
may contain algal toxins. Commonly eaten animal parts like muscle and
blubber are not likely to accumulate these toxins in levels of concern for
human consumption, and there is no change in the current guidance from
the Alaska Department of Health regarding seafood safety

Lefebvre highlighted the critical role the WARRN-West Network
partners played by providing samples for the study. "By consistently
submitting samples from stranded and harvested marine mammals, their
work was essential to our research," said Lefebvre. The WARRN-West
network, funded by NOAA Fisheries with support from network
partners, will continue surveillance for algal toxins in marine mammals.

A stranded humpback whale carcass in Dutch Harbor, Alaska. Humpback whales
were among the Alaska marine mammals that showed exposure to algal toxins,
according to new research. Credit: Kathy Burek-Huntington, Alaska Veterinary
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http://www.nwfsc.noaa.gov/research/divisions/efs/warrnwest/
http://www.nwfsc.noaa.gov/research/divisions/efs/warrnwest/
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and Pathology Services

More information: Kathi A. Lefebvre et al. Prevalence of algal toxins
in Alaskan marine mammals foraging in a changing arctic and subarctic
environment, Harmful Algae (2016). DOI: 10.1016/1.hal.2016.01.007
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