
      Recommendations and Legal Obligations of Commercial Fishermen 
                       Towards Large Whale Entanglement Response 

 
Report an encountered or observed entangled whale by calling the NOAA Fisheries’ 24-hour 
Hotline at (877) 925-7773 as soon as possible.  If unable to call (e.g. no cell phone or signal), please 
call the US Coast Guard on VHF ch. 16.  They will relay the report. 
 
If the animal is caught in fishing gear that you are tending or attached to: 
 
 Assist the animal in freeing itself  - If the animal has just encountered the gear or if the 
entanglement is simple you may be able to assist the animal while maintaining a safe distance (i.e. 150 
feet or more).  Examples are putting  tension on a net and/ or pulling from the other end of the gear.  
Be aware that this can still be dangerous for you, the rest of the crew, and the whale. 

  
 NOAA Fisheries will call you back in order to get information to assess the situation. There may 
or may not be a response effort depending on the assessment (i.e. is the entanglement life threatening, 
are conditions and resources available to safely free the animal?).  Actions may include: standing 
down, attaching a transmitter buoy to the gear entangling the whale (allowing for a future response), or 
have an authorized response team mount an immediate effort. 
 
If the animal remains entangled in fishing gear that you are tending or attached to, and: 
 
1) The situation poses an immediate or increased threat:  
 
• To the vessel and crew (e.g. swamping, towed into danger), such that you cannot wait for a 
dedicated response effort authorized by NOAA Fisheries.  
• To the animal (e.g. risk of drowning, becoming more entangled.  Though note, many large whales 
are not in immediate danger from drowning), or 
 
2)  No immediate/ timely effort to free the animal by NOAA Fisheries is underway, then: 
 
 Cut your vessel free from the whale.   
 
If safe to do so, please retrieve some of your gear prior to cutting the animal free from the vessel 
However, for your own safety (i.e. keeping the whale at a safe distance) and to assist with possible 
whale disentanglement efforts later (i.e. having something to get a hold of), stay at least, and thereby 
leave at least,  30 feet of gear on the animal. 
 
If a buoy is not already on the gear that will remain with the animal, and you have a buoy 
available, please attach a buoy to the trailing line/gear (preferably a hard, trawl buoy if you have it) 
prior to making the cut(s).  
 
 Take pictures or video.  Documentation may assist with assessment of the entanglement, help 
determine how to free the animal, and identify the animal, allowing for  monitoring over time.  
 
We appreciate your assistance and hope we can continue to work together.  NOAA Fisheries has not prosecuted a 
fisherman that has entangled a whale while legally commercial fishing.  
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