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Waning Dolphins: Science’s Effect on the Natural World

The smell of salt and sulfur shrouds twenty-five slick gray bodies that loll in the ash-gray 

waves like discarded soda cans. There are only four White-Sided Dolphins still alive, and it is 

my job to kneel beside the female who emits agitated whistles and thrashes about.

This is what it is to be on the Mystic Aquarium and Institute for Exploration’s Research 

and Rescue Team.

Mystic’s response team plays a pivotal role in the saving of endangered animals on the

East Coast. With the most extensive facilities on the Atlantic coast north of Florida, our pair of 

80,000 gallon-tanks and intensely dedicated staff have rehabilitated and released more than 

seventy animals since our inception in 1973. When we succeed, endangered Harbor and Harp 

Seals go home to their pups; vanishing Atlantic White-Sided Dolphins go home to their pods; 

threatened Pilot Whales go home to their feeding grounds; disappearing sea turtles go home to 

make more of themselves.

But there are days when we do not succeed, days when the animals are traumatized and 

stressed out by our treatments before their eventual deaths. Days when we should wonder if we 

have only prolonged their suffering. Days when we should ask ourselves, should we have 

interfered? 

April, 2003. I am in the pool, the dry suit crushing itself to my body and making it hard to 

walk. The female White-Sided Dolphin, plagued by an advanced parasitic infection, has refused 

to eat since giving birth to a still-born calf just hours before. She has been here seven days. 

Seven days of injections, feeding and drinking tubes, blood drawings, separation from the male 



Petersen 2

that we assume is her mate. Their two other companions had to be euthanized, crying their shrill 

pleas until they were no longer breathing. I hold a fish in a plastic bucket. Another volunteer is 

going to hold open her mouth so I can shove it into her throat and hold her beak closed and 

stroke her sides, forcing the unwanted meal into her gullet. Her skin is cadaver-rubber-hard-

boiled-egg cold. The bloody eye lolls up at me, and I see a soul in that drop of black; but her 

eyes do not say “please help me.” Maybe she sees the fish in the bucket, and she is saying, 

“please don’t do that to me again. Why didn’t you leave me alone to die?” When this is over 

three days from now, and she, too, has been put out of her misery, the Cape Cod Times will 

report the animals were worth the effort because we don’t know much about these dolphins in 

the wild, and through their deaths we shall gain a better understanding.

When we give one of an endangered or threatened species back to the world, we have 

succeeded. But on occasion, by returning an animal to the sea, do we harm the natural order of 

things? Our husbandry practices are a double-pronged syringe. Saving endangered animals and 

releasing them to the environment is a one of science’s positive impacts. But science has another 

responsibility, and that is to use its powers judgmentally: to prolong the life of an animal who 

may only suffer and in the end re-introduce disease to the other creatures of the sea may not be a 

wise use of our talents.  

There are days when we clean oil off penguins and watch them waddle home to their 

nests; there are days when we heal a Bottlenosed Dolphin’s bone infection and launch him back 

into the gray waves. That day back in 2003 was not one of those days; that day was a day of loss.

That day was a day when it was hard not to wonder, “should we have interfered?”   


