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Description

Marine mammals play a vital role in our oceans, for example by controlling fish populations, as well as
being dependent on health oceans. Often described as “sentinels of the sea,” these animals reflect the
combined effects of pollution, climate change, fishing activities, and other human pressures. This
presentation explores how the study of stranded marine mammals in the United Kingdom (UK) helps us
better understand what is happening beneath the surface of our seas.

The talk focuses on the work of two long-running UK monitoring programmes: the Cetacean Strandings
Investigation Programme (CSIP) in England and Wales, and the Scottish Marine Animal Stranding
Scheme (SMASS). These organisations respond to reports of stranded marine mammals, recording every
event, and carrying out detailed examinations of some animals. This means that we have a decades-long
archive of samples and insights, which allows us to look at how these animals lived, what affected their
health, and, in many cases, why they died.

Strandings data also provide valuable clues about wider environmental issues. Changes in the number
or type of species recorded, or the locations there are found in, can point to shifts in ocean conditions,
the spread of disease, or increasing human impacts like entanglement, underwater noise, or chemical
pollution. In some cases, stranded animals offer the first warning signs of emerging problems, including
new diseases or the effects that warming seas have on marine life.

The presentation will share how information CSIP and SMASS have gathered from strandings has
helped shape conservation measures, improve wildlife protection, and guide decision-making about how
our seas are managed. By sharing the UK experience, this talk aims to show that stranded marine
mammals are not just tragic sights on our shores, but important messengers. Listening to what they tell
us is essential for protecting ocean health and building a more sustainable relationship with the sea.



Programme

05 02 2026

18:00 - 18:05 “Aurkezlea / Presentador / Presenter”
Manu Soto Ldopez | Director of the Plentzia Marine Station (PiE-UPV/EHU) and Professor of
Cell Biology

18:05 - 19:15 “Sentinels of the Sea: Understanding Marine Mammal Health Through Strandings

Data“
A talk about the work in the UK on monitoring marine mammal health through the
strandings network

Rebecca Von Hellfeld | Research Fellow. University of Aberdeen. BSc in Environmental
Science and Business Management




Professeurs

Rebecca Von Hellfeld

Chercheur universitaire. Université d'Aberdeen. Licence en sciences environnementales et gestion d'entreprise.

Rebecca’s research focusses on the impacts of contaminants like mercury on the health of marine
mammals. She grew up in Germany, before moving to London (UK) in 2011 to study Environmental
Science and Business Management (BSc) at the Queen Mary University of London. Following her
passion, she then spent two years on the Erasmus Mundus MSc Marine Environment and Resources at
the University of the Basque Country. While here, she developed a fascination with ecotoxicology,
understanding how the exposure to a contaminant can lead to small changes in the body, which in turn
can have a great impact on health. She obtained her PhD from the Ruprecht Karl University of
Heidelberg in 2021, where her thesis focussed on assessing developmental neurotoxicity in fish. She has
since started working at the University of Aberdeen as a researcher, where her work sheds light on how
the use of the marine environment can affect the health of marine mammals.

-

Manu Soto Lépez

Director de la Estaciéon Marina de Plentzia (PiE-UPV/EHU) y Catedratico de Biologia Celular.

Investigador del grupo de investigacién Biologia Celular en Toxicologia Ambiental desde 1983. Ha
supervisado 11 doctorados. Analiza los efectos adversos de los contaminantes (metales, plasticos,
antibiéticos...) en organismos acuaticos y terrestres (lombrices, moluscos, poliquetos, peces...).
Responsable de la Red de Varamientos de Cetaceos de Euskadi. Ha publicado 130 articulos cientificos.
Investigador principal de proyectos financiados por el Ministerio, la UPV, el Gobierno Vasco, etc. Ha
participado en proyectos de investigacién europeos en los ultimos 20 afios. Evaluador para agencias de
evaluacion y proyectos de investigacion en Espafia, Portugal, Reino Unido y Argentina. Miembro
fundador de la Sociedad Iberoamericana de Contaminacion y Toxicologia Ambientales (SICTA).
Vicedecano de la Facultad de Ciencia y Tecnologia (2007-2012), coordinador del Master en Medio
Ambiente Marino (desde 2012), miembro del Comité de Etica de Bienestar Animal (2009-2012),
subdirector de la Estacion Marina de Plentzia (Universidad del Pais Vasco) (2012-2024).
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