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In total, 146 dolphins were involved, and we believe that 
102 survived. Of the remaining, 37 dolphins died from 
natural causes and 7 were humanely euthanized.

Impact Report
 “Urgent! Largest Dolphin Stranding, 
over 100 requiring help.”
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At high tide, the “Herring Gut” is a maze of shallow creeks winding through 
the tall sea grass of Wellfleet, Massachusetts. But when the tide turns, the 
water rushes ferociously back into Cape Cod Bay—sometimes draining so 
quickly that dolphins who’ve swam too far upstream at high tide can’t retreat 
to the sea before low tide.  

There they strand, floundering helplessly, stuck in the incredibly thick mud. 
Razor sharp shells are hidden in the sludge beneath and can easily pierce 
their thick skin. The summer sun beats down on them mercilessly, and the 
weight of their own bodies, made for the buoyancy of water, slowly begins to 
crush their internal organs. 

Rescuers trudged through thick 
mud to reach the first dolphins 
found stranded. They number the 
dolphins with a paint that is 
harmless to the dolphin’s skin, 
and helps the rescuers keep track 
of the dolphins and the care 
they receive. This is especially 
important during mass stranding 
events.

Cape Cod is a global hotspot for live dolphin 
strandings. In 2024, IFAW responded to more 
than 530 cases of live animals stranded.

This is how IFAW’s rescuers found the first ten dolphins on the morning of 
June 28, 2024. It is not uncommon for a small pod of dolphins to become 
stranded in Herring Gut or the beaches nearby—indeed it’s one of the most 
common stranding spots in the world. But as they began to treat the ten 
dolphins in hopes that they would be healthy enough to be transported to 
deeper water and then released back to the sea, reports of more strandings 
began trickling in.

And then, just as quickly as their own boots were sinking into the mud, the 
gravity of the situation began sinking into the rescue team’s awareness. They 
realized that a historic stranding was underway ... and that they would need a 
lot more rescuers. 

©
 IFAW

*

* All activities conducted under a federal stranding agreement between IFAW and NMFS under the MMPA.

Day 1:  
Everything Sinking In, All At Once
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Rescuers often have to move dolphins to deeper water to release them.

7,000+  �Marine Mammals helped 
since 1998.  

While many of the dolphins were spread 
throughout the thick mud, others were 
floundering in puddles of shallow water, 
and others still were just offshore and in 
serious threat of becoming stranding 
victims.

Immediately, IFAW rescuers called in 
trained volunteers. They streamed to 
the location, all committed to saving as 
many dolphins as possible. 

All of IFAW’s rescuers and volunteers 
are highly trained for dolphin 
strandings. They quickly assess each 
dolphin, and determine which ones 
seem healthy enough to wait for the 
water to rise, which need more involved 
medical attention before they can be 
released, and sadly, which ones are too 
ill or injured to survive.
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Day 2:  
All Hands on Deck

Scan here to 
see a video of 
this historic 
stranding.

* All activities conducted under a federal stranding agreement between IFAW and NMFS under the MMPA.
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Rescuers work long days and into the night to save dolphins and other marine mammals.

IFAW’s new Dolphin Rescue Centre will help 
provide vital rehabilitation for dolphins that 
need longer-term care.

Our rescuers apply a “whatever it takes” ideal to 
every situation, employing the best possible 
solution depending on the situation.

In this stranding, some of the dolphins needed 
to be kept healthy and comfortable until the tide 
rolled back in and the dolphins could be floated 
and returned to the water. That meant covering 
them with wet, delicate sheets to keep the hot 
sun from burning the dolphins’ skin, and to keep 
the skin hydrated. And then, once the water level 
rose, the teams slowly encouraged the dolphins 
back out to sea.

Other dolphins, however, needed more care. 
Those dolphins were placed on our rolling 
stretchers and brought to our Mobile Dolphin 
Rescue Vehicle, also known as “Moby.” After the 
dolphins were assessed and treated for any 
injuries, the team used Moby to transport them 
to a beach for release into much deeper water.  

Still other rescue teams played the critical role 
of keeping dolphins from stranding. IFAW’s team 
and volunteers used small boats or stood 
waist-deep in the water to try to keep the 
dolphins from reaching the sand and mud. 

In all, 102 dolphins were able to be saved out of 
the 146 that were stranded, an enormous 
achievement. 
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* All activities conducted under a federal stranding agreement between IFAW and NMFS under the MMPA.

Days 3 & 4:  
Whatever it Takes



Saved, thanks to you.
Thank you for helping save dolphins, and for making 
such a wonderful difference for animals every day 
through your support for IFAW.

  Brazil

IFAW’s team rushed to Lake Tefé 
in the Amazon rainforest to help 
Mamiraua Institute for 
Sustainable Development 
respond when hundreds of 
endangered river dolphins 
stranded during extreme high 
temperatures. 

  Bahrain

Three dolphins were captured 
from the sea and transported to 
a dolphin facility in Bahrain to 
be used in a live entertainment 
performance. Residents and 
tourists reported the facility to 
authorities, who ordered their 
release. IFAW helped bring the 
dolphins back to the sea.

  Kenya

IFAW’s team trained Kenyan 
rescuers in marine mammal 
stranding and disentanglement 
response. This will be vital for 
rescuers along the Kenyan 
coastline, another known 
hotspot for marine mammals 
strandings and fishing gear 
entanglements. 

Helping dolphins around the world 
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Scan this 
code to view 
a video about 
this training.
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