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2 Purpose 

Finding stranded and injured live marine mammals is relatively common along the Western 
Australian coastline. While some stranded animals can be successfully returned to the ocean, 
many stranded and injured marine mammals require euthanasia. While operating procedures 
are in place to use explosive charges to humanely euthanase large (>6m) cetaceans (Coughran 
et al., 2012), the use of firearms has been demonstrated to be the most humane method to 
euthanase small (<6m) cetaceans (Blackmore et al., 1995). However, in some situations, the 
euthanasia of smaller (<3m) marine mammals by chemical injectable (i.e. sodium 
pentobarbitone) may be preferred (Refer to the SOP Euthanasia of Animals Under Field 
Conditions). This may be appropriate in certain circumstances, including: for young marine 
mammals, i.e., dependent calves; or pups in highly populated areas; or for individuals from 
high-profile populations e.g., Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops aduncus) in Monkey 
Mia, Swan-Canning Estuary, Peel-Mandurah Estuary, Bunbury. 

This Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) provides instruction on how to euthanase small 
stranded marine mammals with appropriate firearms or by chemical euthanasia, when that 
is the preferred alternative. Personnel should be appropriately licenced, trained and, where 
necessary, supervised when using any method.  

3 Scope 

This SOP has been written specifically for scientific and education purposes, and approved by 
the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions’ (DBCA) Animal Ethics 
Committee (AEC). However, this SOP may also be appropriate for other situations. 

This SOP applies to activities involving the use of firearms and chemicals for euthanasia of 
stranded marine mammals undertaken across Western Australia by DBCA (hereafter 
department) personnel.  

This SOP complements the Australian code of practice for the care and use of animals for 
scientific purposes (The Code). The Code contains an introduction to the ethical use of animals 
in wildlife studies and should be referred to for all AEC approved projects. A copy of The Code 
may be viewed by visiting the National Health and Medical Research Council website 
(https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/australian-code-care-and-use-animals-
scientific-purposeshttp://www.nhmrc.gov.au/) 

4 Animal Welfare Considerations 

To use firearms or lethal injection with the optimal animal welfare outcome, personnel must 
consider, address and plan for the range of welfare impacts that may be encountered. 
Strategies to reduce impacts should be identified prior to use to ensure that they can be 
readily implemented if required. Animal welfare and personal safety must be the highest 
priorities.  

Potential animal welfare impacts include: 

• Distress to marine mammals due to undue delay in the decision-making process 

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/australian-code-care-and-use-animals-scientific-purposes
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/australian-code-care-and-use-animals-scientific-purposes
http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/
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leading to euthanasia. 

• Being physically manipulated prior to euthanasia or being unable to be easily or safely 
removed from the water. 

• Pain from ineffective shots (where technique is administered incorrectly or 
ineffectively). 

• Further physical injury to the marine mammal (in trying to restrain an animal or an 
animal causes itself further harm as a result of distress). 

• Prolonged pain or distress if an inaccurate dosage is used for sedation or the drugs are 
not administered properly during chemical euthanasia. 

The operator must ensure the following steps are undertaken to minimise welfare impacts:  

• Equipment must be inspected and tested for serviceability before use. 

• Marine mammals must be approached with consideration to minimising stress. 

• Shooting or chemical injection must be accurately and effectively performed by 
trained and authorised personnel. 

• The marine mammal must be checked immediately for signs of life after euthanasia, 
and death must be confirmed as described in this SOP. 

• If death is not instantaneous, a secondary method of euthanasia (either by increasing 
chemical dosage, using an alternative chemical or using a firearm, whichever is 
deemed the fastest and most effective) is applied as described in this SOP. 

• Always follow safety procedures. 

Where personnel are not equipped to carry out euthanasia by firearm, or do not feel 
comfortable in carrying out the action, it is best not to proceed to avoid the risk of increased 
stress and suffering to the marine mammal. If the shooter has adequate experience and 
training in the use of firearms and the knowledge of the effects of ballistic injury, the duration 
of suffering associated with this technique is very short. The same applies for the use of 
chemical euthanasia which also requires training and authorisation to possess and, administer 
the chemical i.e., a veterinarian. 

ANIMAL WELFARE: If it is necessary to euthanase more than one individual at the same 
location, every effort should be made to euthanase all individuals requiring euthanasia as 
quickly as possible to minimise the distress to all the marine mammals present. Where 
practicable a screen should be implemented to visually isolate individuals being euthanased 
from others that are alive in the pod. 

ANIMAL WELFARE: With the exception of the above situation where euthanasia is being 
undertaken, it is important to position mother-calf pairs together, even if one of them is dead. 
Visual and physical contact aids in reassuring both mother and calf and minimises stress. If a 
calf requires euthanasia, the mother should not be released prior to the calf being euthanased 
as physical separation and distress calls from the calf may result in the mother re-stranding. 
The mother should be allowed physical contact with the dead calf prior to her release as this 
may reduce the risk of her re-stranding.  
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4.1 Documentation and authorisation to conduct euthanasia 

Department monitoring and research projects involving marine mammals must have a 
documented Euthanasia Action Plan, which is identified in the AEC application and endorsed 
by the AEC. This action plan should identify and address all potential situations where 
euthanasia may be required as part of the tasks and duties to be undertaken by personnel 
and the protocol assigned to manage individual situations. Personnel with adequate training 
and experience in the proposed euthanasia technique/s, as documented in the plan, must be 
present or accessible when carrying out field-based duties. If external support and assistance 
is planned (e.g., veterinary assistance), this should be pre-arranged and documented. All 
personnel must be aware of the agreed action plan prior to undertaking field work. Where 
unforeseen situations occur that are not designated under an action plan, general guidance 
for decision making should be taken from this SOP and the Department’s SOP for Euthanasia 
of Animals Under Field Conditions. 

For projects approved by the department’s AEC, all adverse events, including unplanned 
requirement for euthanasia, must be reported in writing to the AEC Executive Officer as soon 
as possible following the incident (as per 2.2.28 of The Code) as outlined in the AEC Adverse 
Events Guidance.  

All marine mammal deaths (including euthanasia) and injuries should be recorded and 
communicated to the Chief Investigator of the project. Chief Investigators must provide 
statistics of all marine mammal deaths (including euthanasia) and injuries in annual reports 
submitted at the end of the year and at the completion of a project. Where infectious disease 
is suspected, refer to the department SOP for Managing Disease Risk and Biosecurity in 
Wildlife Management for further guidance. 

For euthanasia that is required during incident management, such as strandings, a record 
should be kept of the incident as detailed in the Marine Mammal Incident Response Manual 
(in development). This will include details on the euthanasia including personnel involved, 
justification for decision making, method used and any adverse reactions. Where possible the 
Marine Mammal Incident Response Manual should be used as a guide in decision making. 

5 Approved Methods 

5.1 Deciding when euthanasia is necessary 

The decision to euthanase a marine mammal must be based on the perceived degree of 
current and (likely) future suffering and the chances of recovery against the prospective 
suffering caused by the euthanasia process.  Considerations for determining this are outlined 
in the SOP for Euthanasia of Animals Under Field Conditions.  

Personnel safety and the safety of co-workers and volunteers working around stranded 
marine mammals must take first priority. The procedure should only be performed by 
competent persons and should not cause undue stress to staff involved or human bystanders. 
It should be conducted away from members of the public. This may require closing the beach 
or erecting visual barriers. However, any delays arising from doing so should not add 
additional distress to the marine mammal. Euthanasia using a firearm should not be 
attempted for marine mammals in the water; however, it may be possible to administer a 

https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/resources/aec/Documents/Guidance%20for%20Adverse%20Events.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=UfXalf
https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/resources/aec/Documents/Guidance%20for%20Adverse%20Events.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=UfXalf
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sedative or anaesthetic dose that would enable the animal to be safely relocated to a more 
stable or appropriate site for euthanasia. Care should also be exercised to avoid shooting over 
substrates that carry a high risk of projectile ricochets (water, stones and rock platforms). 

Euthanasia should be carried out giving due consideration to the following factors in order of 
priority: 

1. Human safety; 

2. Animal welfare ; 

3. Human welfare (including staff and bystanders); and 

4. Feasibility. 

When considering the welfare of the marine mammal(s) and the feasibility of intervention 
there are multiple considerations including nutrition, health, behavioural interactions, and 
the physical environment. For example, returning a stranded pelagic, deep-sea species to 
shallow water outside of its natural habitat is unethical. For highly social and gregarious 
species returning them to sea alone may also be unethical.  

Fully aquatic marine mammals (cetaceans and dugongs) become rapidly compromised by 
stranding; the larger the animal, and the longer it lies on the beach, the less likely it is to 
survive due to the physical and physiological impacts of stranding. Regardless of their health 
status, dependent calves have a hopeless prognosis if they cannot be reunited at sea with 
their mother, and this must be accepted from the start of any intervention. If it is unclear 
whether a calf is dependant, refer to approximate weaning lengths of selected Australian 
cetaceans (Figure 1). This is not the case for pinnipeds that may haul out for prolonged periods 
to rest and recover from breeding, foraging and sometimes injuries. 

Refloating individuals that have repeatedly stranded or have injuries or show signs of disease 
is unlikely to have an acceptable welfare outcome and euthanasia should be prioritised. 

Presentations necessitating euthanasia include the following: 

• Toothed whales of socially dependent species (e.g. pilot whales) which have 
stranded singly; 

• Stranded baleen whales of any species; 

• Orphaned calves of an age/size assumed to be dependent and unweaned (see 
approximate weaning length for some cetacean species, Figure 1); 

• Marine mammals in very poor body condition i.e., body condition score < 2, 
indicating emaciation (Section 5.2); 

• Marine mammals with severe wounds e.g., penetrating chest or abdomen; 

• Marine mammals with severe injuries e.g., fracture of tail, flukes, flippers, fins or 
beak/rostrum; and 

• Marine mammals displaying an inability to swim or abnormal 
behaviour/neurological signs (incoordination, seizures, circling). 
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Figure 1. Approximate weaning lengths of selected Australian cetacean species. 
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5.2 Body Condition Scoring (BCS): Dolphins  

Examine the area behind the skull, the shoulders and the flukes in both lateral (side-on) and 
dorsal views. The BCS criteria shown here are based on captive dolphins; it is highly unlikely 
that a dolphin with BCS of 5 will be encountered in the wild. 

Table 1. Description of BCS of dolphins. 

BCS DESCRIPTION (after Clegg et. al., 2015 and Joblon et. al., 2014) 

1 
Emaciated.  Head: concave depression behind skull.  Scapula bones visible.  Flukes: transverse 
processes angular and well-defined. Side view: Ribs clearly visible; hollow area under dorsal fin 
above spine. Dorsal view: concave indent behind skull (‘peanut head’), minimal fat cover. 

3 

Average.  Head: fat cover around skull.  Scapula bones only visible when pectoral fin is manipulated.  
Flukes: transverse processes only faintly visible.  Side view: ribs not visible; notable layer of fat 
parallel and adjacent to spine.  Dorsal view: smooth transition from head to neck; rounded fat 
deposition along spine.   

5 

Fat.  Head: convex fat deposition behind skull; fat layer above scapula.  Flukes: transverse processes 
not visible.  Side view: ribs not visible; ample fat under dorsal fin and mid-abdomen; folds of skin 
caused by excess fat may be visible under chin when head is not bent.  Dorsal view: no definition 
from head to neck; body barrel-shaped with excessive fat deposition, particularly behind dorsal fin. 

 

Figure 2. A visual representation of 2dolphin BCS (adapted from Hodgson et al 2020)   

5.3 Body Condition Scoring: Pinnipeds 

Ribs, lumbar vertebrae, pelvic bones and all bony prominences will become more evident as 

body condition declines.  Check particularly for muscle wasting around the lumbar spine and 

pelvis. In phocids a prominent neckline indicates poor body condition (BCS 1-2).   
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Table 2. Description of BCS of pinnipeds. 

BCS DESCRIPTION 

1 

Emaciated.  Spinous processes, ribs and pelvic bones visibly prominent. No fat over lumbar 

vertebrae. Wasting of shoulder muscles obvious in otariids.  Obvious loss of muscle mass; abdomen 

distinctly sunken. Phocids will have a very obvious neckline making the head distinct from the body, 

and a marked “hourglass” shape to the waist. 

2 

Thin.  Ribs, lumbar vertebrae, pelvic bones all visible.  Depression of padding in front of the shoulder 

in otariids.  Obvious neckline in phocids and a marked “hourglass” shape to the waist. Abdomen 

sunken. 

3 

Average. Ribs and lumbar vertebrae not visible.  Pelvic bones may be just visible.  In phocids a 

neckline is present but less distinct, the waist shape is a smooth hourglass, and the abdomen is 

slightly concave. 

4 
Good. No bony prominences visible.  Phocids have a slightly concave neckline, no hourglass shape to 

the waist and the abdomen is flat or slightly rounded. 

5 
Fat. Body is rounded and plump.  In phocids, no distinction between head and body.  Abdomen is 

convex or bulging. 

 

 

  BCS 3-4                                                                                                       BCS 1-2 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. A visual representation of 3Otariid BCS (adapted from Hodgson et. al. 2020).   

 

 
Figure 4. Phocids with BCS of 4 (top) and 2 (bottom). Photos: Shona Lorigan.  
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6 Procedure Outline 

6.1 Euthanasia by Firearm 

Firearm-based euthanasia methods have been demonstrated to be humane, rapid, cost-
effective, and safe (Øen and Knudsen, 2007). However, the aesthetics of the technique may 
be considered poor by some. In addition, perceptions of poor human safety often accompany 
the use of firearms, even in professional wildlife management settings (see Caudell et. al., 
2009). Shooting methods should be restricted to only those described below.  

Shooting requires specialised equipment and must only be carried out by personnel who have 
completed training recognised by the department, who have been issued a nominated 
persons authorisation by WA Police and who are listed on the department’s Corporate 
Firearms Licence for the appropriate Firearm class. 

Firearm users must strictly observe all relevant safety guidelines relating to firearm 
ownership, possession and use as outlined in DBCA Corporate Policy Statement 20 
Departmental Use of Firearms, DBCA Corporate Guideline No. 42 Departmental Use of 
Firearms and associated SOPs. These documents are located on the Corporate Firearms page 
of the Regional and Fire Management Services (RFMS) Intranet.  

Administration of sedation or anaesthetic before undertaking euthanasia by firearm is 
another consideration, particularly if the animal is still active, or it is not possible to administer 
barbiturate to achieve euthanasia by chemical i.e. personnel with appropriate authorisation 
and experience to administer the chemical are unavailable. Firearms are not appropriate for 
the euthanasia of cetaceans >6 m long (see department SOP Euthanasia of Animals Under 
Field Conditions).  The appropriateness of firearms for whales 6-7 m long should be considered 
on a case-by-case basis with the advice of staff experienced in the euthanasia of whales of 
this size. Under specific circumstances, experienced staff may consider the use of explosive 
charge methods to be the most appropriate euthanasia method for whales over 6 m long. 
This method must only be undertaken by department personnel specifically trained in the 
technique. See Coughran et al. (2012) for a description of this technique. A more recent 
technique for chemical euthanasia of large cetaceans has been developed overseas and is 
being used in Australia. This technique requires specialist equipment and veterinary 
assistance and will be trialled in WA.  

6.1.1 Equipment  

The following equipment is essential when using firearms for the euthanasia of marine 
mammals: 

• ‘.308 Winchester®’, ‘.375 Winchester®’ or ‘.300 Winchester® Magnum’ calibre bolt 
action rifle; 

• At least three .30 calibre 180 grain monolithic hydrostatically stabilised rounds per 
individual; 

• Hearing protection (PPE) rated to Class V; 

• Eye protection (safety glasses); 

• High visibility clothing; 
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• Ammunition safe for the storage of projectiles and rifle bolt; and 

• A lockable case for the transport of firearms. 

6.1.2 Firearm safety 

Standard firearm safety practices should be adhered to. A Department Shoot Plan Template 
(see Appendix I: Department Shoot Plan Template) should be completed prior to any shooting 
undertaken. 

6.1.3 Personnel 

There are two essential people during the euthanasia process: 

• The shooter, responsible for the euthanasia of the marine mammal; and 

• A site controller, to prohibit personnel from entering the vicinity while firearms are 
used. 

Additional incident management staff may be required on a case-by-case basis. Everyone else 
should remain at a safe distance behind and away from the shooter. 

6.1.4 Assessing the animal 

Once it is established that euthanasia is required, minimal further assessment is needed. If 
necessary, the marine mammal should be manipulated into a safe position for shooting. This 
entails a position away from rocks or reef, and out of the water. Ideally, marine mammals 
should be shot on a sandy substrate. Euthanasia should not be attempted on a marine 
mammal that is moving or thrashing. Consider veterinary assistance to provide sedation or 
anaesthesia prior to euthanasia if the marine mammal is active (“two step” process – see SOP 
Euthanasia of animals under field conditions). 

6.1.5 Discharging or shooting 

The only rifle calibres that should be used are ‘.308 Winchester®’, ‘.375 Winchester®’ or ‘.300 
Winchester® Magnum’. Either calibre should only be used to fire 180 grain hydrostatically 
stabilised projectiles. For occupational health and safety reasons, only factory produced 
ammunition should be used and reloaded cartridges should not be used, unless there is a 
compelling reason to do so. Under NO circumstances should sporting type round nose or soft 
nose projectiles be used, as these types of projectiles have inadequate penetration for this 
purpose.  

Shooting should always be directed to the dorsal surface of the animal, with the aim point 
40–100mm posterior to the blowhole, at a 45° angle towards the middle of an imaginary line 
connecting the anterior edges of two flippers (Blackmore et. al., 1995; Figure 5, Figure 6, and 
Figure 7) along the midline of the cetacean. This aim point corresponds to the vital centres of 
the cetaceans’ hindbrain, which lie midway between the eye and pectoral fin when the animal 
is viewed laterally (Figure 6). The shooter should be standing 0.5-1 m in front of the cetaceans’ 
head such that the muzzle of the rifle barrel is also 0.5-1 m from the animals’ blowhole at the 
time of shooting (Figure 7). 
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Figure 5. Dorsal view, indicating the recommended aim points for three successive shots, relative to 
the blow hole. Photos: J. Hampton (Perth Zoo).  

 

Figure 6. Lateral view, indicating the recommended aim points of three successive shots, relative to 
the blow hole (modified from IWC, 2006).  
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Figure 7. Lateral view, demonstrating the recommended shot distance. Photo: J. Hampton (Perth 
Zoo). 

6.1.6 Repeat shooting 

If there are people present, then it is vital that you explain BEFOREHAND that multiple shots 
are standard practice to ensure a humane death. This will prevent distress for people who 
may otherwise perceive an error has been made or that the shooter is not competent. The 
protocol is to fire multiple carefully placed shots in a line through the target area. The multiple 
shots should be fired close together along the cetaceans’ long axis (see Figure 5). This will also 
be dependent on stocks of appropriate ammunition. 

Where possible, the targets should be marked out (permanent marker or similar) prior to 
shooting to reduce the likelihood of misfire due to external pressures. 

6.1.7 Confirming death 

All animals should be monitored over at least five minutes to ensure death has occurred. If 
there is any doubt about confirmation of death, a secondary euthanasia method must be used 
to ensure the animal is dead (Section 4).   

At least three of the criteria below must be used to establish that death has occurred:  

• Absence of a visible, palpable and/or audible (if stethoscope used) heartbeat on two 
separate checks by a competent examiner at least five minutes apart;  

• Absence of respiratory and blowhole movement when monitored continuously for a 
minimum of one minute;  

• No blink response or eye-protection reflex (corneal reflex) elicited when the corner of the 
eye is touched gently; 

• Pupils fixed and dilated and do not constrict when a light is shone on them; 
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• Loss of response to noxious stimulus (e.g., no response to manipulation of the tongue); 

• Change of mucous membrane colour (white or grey/blue rather than rosy pink) in non-
pigmented areas; and 

• Rigor mortis (onset after several hours). 

6.1.8 Maintenance of equipment  

Clean and check the firearm after use, paying particular attention to the cleaning of the rifle 
barrel, and secure it. When using firearms in a coastal environment, particular care must be 
made to removing sand and salt from the firearm’s barrel and action. 

6.1.9 Records 

When euthanasing a marine mammal, the operator must carry copies of all relevant licences 
with them (e.g. a Nominated Persons Authorisation issued by WA Police).  

Record sheets (see Appendix II Record Sheet for Cetacean Euthanasia Events) detailing the 
following should be kept: 

• Name of the shooter; 

• Date; 

• The species and number of animals; 

• The presentation of the marine mammal and reason for euthanasia; 

• The number of shots fired; and 

• The time taken from the first shot being fired to the marine mammals’ death. 

6.2 Chemical Euthanasia  

Consideration should be given to the use of chemical euthanasia, particularly for small and/or 
young marine mammals (pentobarbitone administration as a two-step process – see SOP 
Euthanasia of Animals under Field Conditions). For example, chemical euthanasia may be 
considered more humane and publicly acceptable for dependent dolphin calves, and or 
dolphins in highly populated areas or from well-known high-profile populations e.g. Indo-
Pacific bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops aduncus) in Monkey Mia, Swan-Canning Estuary, Peel-
Mandurah Estuary, Bunbury. 

6.2.1 Two-step euthanasia  

The administration of sedation or anaesthetic before undertaking euthanasia is often referred 
to as “two-step” euthanasia. Chemical euthanasia of marine mammals should be a two-step 
process with sedatives and anaesthetics followed by administration of Lethabarb® (i.e. 
sodium pentobarbitone). For further advice on the use of chemical euthanasia refer to the 
department’s SOP Euthanasia of Animals Under Field Conditions. A veterinarian, or prior 
training and approval, is required to administer chemical euthanasia. 

The estimated weight of the marine mammal will be required to enable calculation of sedative 
and euthanasia doses. There are whale weight estimator applications that may be used as a 
guide i.e. WhaleScale. Generally, a sedative or anaesthetic will be administered by 
intramuscular injection, followed by intravenous or intracardiac administration of 
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pentobarbitone after the sedative or anaesthetic has taken effect. Death should be confirmed 
as described in 6.1.7 above and the appropriate record sheets completed regarding the 
incident (see Appendix II Record Sheet for Cetacean Euthanasia Events). These should include 
information on the drug combination used for sedation and chemical euthanasia along with 
the amounts and the time to death. 

For pinnipeds delivery may need to be remotely with a sedative via dart gun or jab pole. 

6.3  Zoonoses 

There are several diseases carried by marine mammals that can be transmitted to humans 
(i.e. zoonoses). All personnel must take precautions to minimise the risk of disease 
transmission to protect themselves, their families and wildlife populations. At a minimum a 
physical barrier should be used between the marine mammals and people i.e. gloves, masks 
and eye protection should be worn. Further advice on minimising disease risk contained in 
the Department SOP for Managing Disease Risk and Biosecurity in Wildlife Management. For 
more information on H5 avian influenza see H5 avian influenza (bird flu) | Department of 
Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions 

6.4 Carcass disposal 

If euthanasia has been via chemicals, then disposal must prevent secondary poisoning of 
other animals that may access and scavenge on the carcass. In the absence of potent 
euthanasia chemicals, euthanased carcasses can be disposed of safely in several different 
ways, depending on the circumstances of the stranding site.  Refer to DBCA Divisional 
Procedure Marine Animal Carcass Management and to the department SOPs for Vouchering 
Vertebrate Fauna Specimens and Tissue Sample Collection and Storage for Genetic Purposes 
for information on the regulatory and technical requirements for preserving, storing and 
transporting biological specimens. If carcasses or samples are not required for diagnostic or 
scientific purposes, euthanased marine mammals should be offered to the Western 
Australian Museum in the first instance, particularly for rare or infrequently encountered 
species. 

7 Competencies  

A person who is competent has the knowledge, skills, and experiences that allow them to use 
euthanasia as a welfare tool, and appropriately manage adverse events as required. 
Department personnel, and other external parties covered by the department’s AEC, 
undertaking field activities for scientific purposes that might require euthanasia require 
approval from the committee and should satisfy the competency requirements detailed in 
Table 3.  

  

https://www.dbca.wa.gov.au/management/threat-management/h5-avian-influenza-bird-flu
https://www.dbca.wa.gov.au/management/threat-management/h5-avian-influenza-bird-flu
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Table 3 Competency requirements for Animal Handlers of projects requiring euthanasia of small 
stranded marine mammals. 

 

Competency category Competency requirement Competency assessment 

Knowledge Broad understanding of marine 
mammals in Western Australia 

Training (e.g. Large Whale 
Disentanglement training, Marine 
Fauna Incident Response training 
AIIMS).  

Understanding environmental 
conditions and public perception 

Personnel should be aware of the 
environmental and seasonal 
conditions that may be expected on 
the project and understand 
location-specific marine mammal 
welfare considerations. For 
example, euthanasia in highly 
populated and trafficked areas may 
cause distress to members of the 
public and human welfare will also 
need to be considered. 
In applications, provide details of 
time spent undertaking similar work 
in similar locations. 

Formal experience, 
qualifications and course 
certificates for use of firearms 

Suitable training, authorisation 
and documentation 

Written verification of completion 
of nationally recognised training, 
copy of a nominated person’s 
authorisation from WA Police, and 
listed on Department’s Corporate 
Firearms Licence with appropriate 
firearm class. 

Fauna survey and capture 
skills/experience required 

Experience with euthanasia Personnel should be familiar with 
the animal welfare principles of 
euthanasia.  

Animal handling and 
processing skills/experience 
required 

Experience handling stranded, 
injured or compromised marine 
mammals  

Personnel should be experienced at 
handling small live marine mammals 
either in captive, rehabilitation or 
stranding settings. This experience is 
best obtained under supervision of 
more experienced personnel. 

In applications, provide details on 
experience relating to the expected 
species or species groups. 

Experience managing disease risk 
in wildlife management 

Personnel should be familiar with 
hygiene procedures. Refer to SOP 
Managing Disease Risk and 
Biosecurity in Wildlife Management. 
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8 Approvals 

A licence or authorisation may be required under the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 
(examples below). Contact the department’s Wildlife Licensing Section for more information. 
It is your responsibility to ensure you comply with the requirements of all applicable 
legislation. 

• Fauna taking (scientific or other purposes) licence (Reg 25) 
• Fauna taking (biological assessment) licence (Reg 27) 
• Fauna taking (relocation) licence (Reg 28) 
• Section 40 Ministerial Authorisation to take or disturb threatened species. 

9 Occupational Health and Safety 

The following departmental SOPs for wildlife survey and monitoring activities and internal 
documents are relevant to occupational health and safety:  

• SOP Managing Disease Risk and Biosecurity in Wildlife Management 
• Corporate Guideline No. 42 Departmental Use of Firearms 2020 
• Health and Safety - Peer Support Program Manual  

Departmental personnel, contractors and volunteers have duties and responsibilities under 
the Occupational Safety and Health Act 1984 and Occupational Safety and Health Regulations 
1996 to ensure the health and safety of all involved. Fieldwork is to be undertaken in line with 
the department’s corporate guidelines, policies and standard operating procedures, including 
but not limited to, risk management and job safety analyses.  Further information can be 
found at  
https://dbca.sharepoint.com/Divisions/corporate/people-services/HS/SitePages/SOPs.aspx 
If department personnel or volunteers are injured, please refer to the departmental Health, 
Safety and Wellbeing Section’s ‘Reporting Hazards, Near-misses and Incidents’ intranet page, 
which can be found at  

https://dbca.sharepoint.com/Divisions/corporate/people-services/HS/SitePages/Reporting-
Hazards,-Near-Misses-and-Incidents.aspx 

9.1 Firearms 

All personnel using firearms must have completed training recognised by the department, 
must have been issued a nominated persons authorisation by WA Police and must be 
registered on the department’s Corporate Firearms Licence and for the appropriate Firearm 
Class.    

Firearm users must strictly observe all relevant safety guidelines relating to firearm 
ownership, possession and use as outlined in DBCA Corporate Policy Statement 20 
Departmental Use of Firearms, DBCA Corporate Guideline No. 42 (Departmental Use of 
Firearms 2020 Corporate Guideline) and associated SOPs.  

9.2 Mental health and welfare 

Personnel involved in the euthanasia may experience distress and anxiety in undertaking the 
procedure, particularly if their actions are subject to external scrutiny, or pressure to save the 

https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/Divisions/corporate/people-services/HS/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=%2FDivisions%2Fcorporate%2Fpeople%2Dservices%2FHS%2FDocuments%2FPeer%20Support%20Program%20Manual%20%28March%202021%29%20%2D%20final%2Epdf&parent=%2FDivisions%2Fcorporate%2Fpeople%2Dservices%2FHS%2FDocuments
https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/Divisions/corporate/people-services/HS/SitePages/SOPs.aspx
https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/Divisions/corporate/people-services/HS/SitePages/Reporting-Hazards,-Near-Misses-and-Incidents.aspx
https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/Divisions/corporate/people-services/HS/SitePages/Reporting-Hazards,-Near-Misses-and-Incidents.aspx
https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/Key%20documents/Corporate%20Guideline%2042%20-%20Departmental%20Use%20of%20Firearms.pdf
https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/Key%20documents/Corporate%20Guideline%2042%20-%20Departmental%20Use%20of%20Firearms.pdf
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marine mammals involved rather than euthanase them. Operators and staff are strongly 
encouraged to consider and discuss their personal and professional opinions about 
euthanasia and euthanasia methods as part of the planning for a euthanasia event. Operators 
and staff who are undertaking euthanasia and experience distress or anxiety after the event 
are encouraged to document their concerns as part of the feedback for the event, to discuss 
this with their supervisor and/or to contact Peer Support Health and Safety - Peer Support 
Program Manual (March 2021). 

10 Further Reading 

The following SOPs have been mentioned in this advice, and it is recommended that they are 
consulted when undertaking fauna-related activities involving euthanasia: 

• Department SOP First Aid for Animals 
• Department SOP      Tissue Sample Collection and Storage for Genetic Purposes 
• Department SOP      Managing Disease Risk and Biosecurity in Wildlife Management 
• Department SOP      Euthanasia of Animals Under Field Conditions 
• Department SOP      Use of firearms for the humane destruction of animals 

For further advice refer also to: 

National Health and Medical Research Council (2013) Australian code for the care and use of 
animals for scientific purposes, 8th edition. Canberra: National Health and Medical Research 
Council. 

11 References 

Blackmore, D., Madié, P., Bowling, M., Nutman, A., Davies, A., McLeod, W., Taylor, J. and 
Degen, M. (1995). The use of a shotgun for the euthanasia of stranded cetaceans. New 
Zealand Veterinary Journal 43: 158-159. 

Boys, R.M., Beausoleil, N.J., Pawley, M.D.M., Littlewood, K.E., Betty, E.L., and Stockin, K.A.  
(2022a). Fundamental Concepts, Knowledge Gaps and Key Concerns Relating to Welfare and 
Survival of Stranded Cetaceans. Diversity 14, 338. 

Boys, R.M., Beausoleil, N.J., Pawley, M.D.M., Betty, E.L., and Stockin, K.A. (2022b). 
Evaluating Potential Cetacean Welfare Indicators from Video of Live Stranded Long-Finned 
Pilot Whales (Globicephala melas edwardii). Animals 12, 1861. 

Clegg, I.L.K., Borger-Turner, J.L., and Eskelinen, H.C. (2015). C-Well: The development of a 
welfare assessment index for captive bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus). Animal 
Welfare 24, 267-282. 

Coughran, D., Stiles, I. and Mawson, P. (2012). Euthanasia of beached humpback whales 
using explosives. Journal of Cetacean Research and Management 12, 137-144. 

Groom, C. and Coughran, D. (2012). Three decades of cetacean strandings in Western 
Australia: 1981-2010. I 95, 63-76 

Joblon, M.J., Pokras, M.A., Morse, B., Harry, C.T., Rose, K.S., Sharp, S.M., Niemeyer, M.E., 
Patchett, K.M., Sharp, W.B., and Moore, M.J. (2008). Body Condition Scoring System for 

https://dpaw.sharepoint.com/Divisions/pws/rfms/Documents/Forms/Fire%20awards.aspx?id=%2FDivisions%2Fpws%2Frfms%2FDocuments%2FSOP002%5FUse%5Fof%5Ffirearms%5Ffor%5Fthe%5Fhumane%5Fdestruction%5Fof%5Fanimals%5Ffinal%2Epdf&parent=%2FDivisions%2Fpws%2Frfms%2FD


SOP: Euthanasia of Small Stranded Marine Mammals  

Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions 22 

 

 

OFFICIAL 

Delphinids Based on Short-beaked Common Dolphins (Delphinus delphis). Journal of Marine 
Animals and Their Ecology 7, 5-13. 

Knudsen, S. (2005). A review of the criteria used to assess insensibility and death in hunted 
whales compared to other species. The Veterinary Journal 169, 42-59. 

Leary,S., Underwood, W., Anthony, R., Cartner, S., Corey, D., Grandin, T., Greenacre, C., 
Gwaltney-Brant, S., McCrackin, M.A., Meyer, R. and Miller, D., 2013. AVMA guidelines for 
the euthanasia of animals: 2013 edition. Schaumburg, IL: American Veterinary Medical 
Association. 

Schumann, N., Gales, N., Harcourt, R. and Arnould, J. (2013). Impacts of climate change on 
Australian marine mammals. Australian Journal of Zoology 61, 146-159. 

 

12 Glossary of Terms 

Cetacean: Marine mammals commonly known as whales, dolphins, and porpoises. 

Corneal reflex: An involuntary blinking of the eyelids, stimulated by touching the cornea,  

commonly used to assess death. 

Euthanasia: the humane killing of an animal, in the interests of its own welfare, to alleviate  

pain and distress. 

Grain: A term used to measure the weight of bullets or other projectiles. 

Humane killing: the act of inducing death using a method appropriate to the species that  

results in a rapid loss of consciousness without recovery and minimum pain and/or distress  

to the animal. 

Moribund: An animal that is near death or in the process of dying. 

Otariid: Marine mammals commonly referred to as eared seals; belonging to the family 
Otarriidae.  

Phocids: Marine mammals commonly referred to as earless or true seals; belonging to the 
family Phocidae. 

Pinniped: Fin-footed marine mammals commonly known as seals, sealions and walrus.  
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13 Appendix I: Department Shoot Plan Template 

Please check the DBCA Intranet for the latest version of the template. 
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14 Appendix II Record Sheet for Cetacean Euthanasia Events 
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Marine Mammal Strandings - Euthanasia  

Date:           Location:    Species: 

Incident Controller:       Length:                             Est 
weight:  

Condition:   Good / Poor 

 

Lice:  Y /N     % Cover: State of alertness: 

Breathing 
Rate: 

Time:  1 breath every 
_________ min 

□   Aware and responsive to 
enviro stimuli  

□   Weakly responsive only after 
stimulation 

□   Non-responsive to noise or 
touch 

 Time: 1 breath every 
_________ min 

 Time:  1 breath every 
_________ min 

 

VET INFORMATION   

Name:    Onsite  /  On 
phone 

Sedation administered:   Y /  N 

Type:                                       Amount: 

Advice: 

 

 

 

COURSE OF ACTION:     Release    /    Euthanase   /     Palliative Care 

Reasons:  

 

EUTHANASIA METHOD  

FIREARM CHEMICAL 

Shooter: Administering person: 

Calibre: Type:  

Ballistics: Amount: 
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# Shots: Route: 

Shot placement:  Dorsal  /  Side /  Instrumentation used: 

Administered by:   Administered by:  

Time of first shot: Time of administration: 

Time of death: Time of death:  

TIME TO DEATH =  

 

Reactivity to Treatment (scale 1 - 5):  1= major complications & 5 = nil complications.   
Circle:   1     2     3     4      5   

*explain why in Notes below (eg.’ highly reactive to intracardiac needle/lethabarb admin’ or ‘animal showed 
no response’ etc) 

 

METHODS USED TO DETERMINE 
DECEASED (circle):   

 

 

Lack of jaw tone (or tongue tone in cetaceans) /  no respiratory movements of the chest 

(minimum of 15 minutes monitoring for baleen whales and 5 minutes for other marine 

mammals) / no heart beat detected (in pinnipeds and small cetaceans)/Absence of eye 

reflexes /  Fixed dilated pupils  /  Lack of response to stimuli around blowhole / No 

capillary refill  

NOTES: (any additional information informing condition/course of action, behaviour, mother present, issues, 

refloat attempts) 

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 


