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RESEARCH &
CONSERVATION

ALASKA SEALIFE GENTER / GULF OF ALASKA, NORTH PACIFIC OCEAN
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thetime walrus calf Pacific walrus calfto be rehabbed
will spend with its mother through Alaska Sealife Center
before it can survive on its own Wildlife Response Program

Several members of our animal care staff made the trip
from Georgia to Alaska and helped to create and follow a
personalized care plan, which included bottle feedings of
a formula mimicking walrus milk, enrichment activities to
stimulate her development and regular health check-ups.
Georgia Aquarium provided resources and expertise,
ensuring the calf received the best care possible.

The rehabilitation team must offer 24/7 companionship
and contact while also providing intensive health
support. This kind of care and need for close contact with
humans means that any orphaned walrus calf admitted

to rehabilitation will not be a candidate for release.
However, Ukiaq, Uki for short, will continue to receive
incredible care and serve as an important ambassador for
her species, raising awareness about the challenges faced
by Pacific walruses and the ecosystems they live in.

USFWS LOA-PERO051451

Uki has now found her permanent home at SeaWorld
Orlando, with a diverse social group of walruses,
including an adult female who has experience with
walrus calves and could be a potential surrogate mother.

In summer 2024 Georgia AQuarium  he calf, estimated to be just a few
partnered with the Alaska SeaLife  "°cs ©'¢ was dehydrated and

underweight, requiring round-the-clock

Center (ASLC) to help care for an attention from the team. Pacific walruses
abandoned Wall‘us Calf that needed are a highly social species and calves

. . Lo . who typically remain with their mothers
immediate, specialized attention. for up to five years, are particularly

vulnerable when orphaned.

The efforts surrounding Uki underscore the importance
of partnerships between marine conservation

WALRUS REHAB GOLLABORATION st st s s e 4
|N TH E GU |_|: []F ALASKA closer to securing a better future for marine wildlife.
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GORAL RESTORATION IN
THE GULF OF MEXIGO

GULF OF MEXICO / NORTH ATLANTIC OCEAN

Members of Georgia
Aquarium’s Dive Team
participated in propagation
experiments to promote
reef restoration in the

Gulf of Mexico in 2024.

This area was ravaged by the Deepwater Horizon oil spill
in 2010, the largest oil spill in US history. Over 770 square
miles of deep-sea habitat and 1,300 miles of coastline
were impacted, and researchers are still determining the
full scope of the damage. Mesophotic coral ecosystems
exist in low light depths ranging from around 100 feet
to over 490 feet below the ocean’s surface. This range
coincides with the diving limit for conventional SCUBA
diving but isn't cost-effective enough for deep-diving
technology, so little is known about these ecosystems.

Georgia Aquarium was invited to help with coral
propagation as part of the Mesophotic and Deep Benthic
Communities (MDBC) initiative created by National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). Goals
of the MDBC are to improve understanding of these
communities, restore invertebrate and fish populations
and actively manage these areas to protect against
multiple threats, providing a framework for monitoring,
education and outreach.

gallons holding capacity,
increased from 500 gallons

Florida coral
colonies successfully
transported to
Georgia Aquarium

On June 1, 2024, our team set out from
Pensacola, FL on a 100 ft commercial diving
vessel for seven days to study healthy reef
areas, assess how we can help promote coral
growth in damaged areas and place substrates
at the ocean floor. Due to diving at these
depths, the team had to be incredibly efficient
with their time below the surface. After a
six-minute descent, only 17 minutes were
allowed for transplanting healthy corals and
setting the substrates before they would need
to begin their 75-minute ascent so the body
can acclimatize safely. The boat was home to
a hyperbaric chamber donated by NOAA, but,
thankfully, it was not needed.

In 2025, the team will revisit the substrates to
evaluate the coral growth in these areas and
hopefully refurbish the damaged ecosystem.
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KHARKIV / UKRAINE, EASTERN EUROPE
Georgia Aquarium participated
in a monumental rescue of
two beluga whales from
the war-ravaged region of
Kharkiv, Ukraine in June 2024.

Along with Oceanografic de Valencia and SeaWorld,
we collaborated with Ukraine’s NEMO Dolphinarium
on a heroic evacuation from Kharkiv to Valencia, Spain.

Since the war began in 2022, the dolphinarium has been

bravely evacuating animals, including seals, sea lions

and dolphins, as quickly as possible. However, moving . R
. - . hours in transit

belugas is an extremely complex logistical operation

due to their size and specific needs. The high-risk,
complex rescue operation presented numerous ‘
challenges and required multi-national collaboration. '

miles traveled

Georgia Aquarium and SeaWorld. Health checks were

"n“ “ 0'" conducted, and the team continued to the border toward
Moldova. Once in Chisinau, Moldova, the rescue team
took a six-seater chartered plane to Valencia, Spain,
where the belugas made the final leg of their journey
to their new home at Oceanografic Valencia.

“The complexities of this evacuation were immense, and
BELUGA WHALE BESBUE FHUM UKHA'NE T[] SPA'N we have been working for weeks to prepare for it. I'm
y humbled to have been trusted to provide the belugas

care and protection during their long journey to their

new home. My heart is with the Ukrainian caregivers

o and the people of Kharkiv who had to say goodbye to
- Miranda and Plombir. It's not an easy thing to do, but
it was best for them. I'm proud to have played a role
SCIENTIFIC NAME

Celsius, the water temperature in helping them,” said Dennis Christen, Senior Director

required for transport of Animal Wellbeing & Behavior at Georgia Aquarium.
ANIVIAL FAGT
Oceanografic Valencia is the largest aquarium in
The belugas, a 15-year-old male named Plombir and a Europe and is the closest marine conservation center
CONSERVATION STATUS 14-year-old female named Miranda, arrived in Valencia on to Ukraine. The facility is accredited by the most
Lt the evening of June 18, 2024, following a grueling journey rigorous international organizations in animal welfare.
across the war zone. The evacuation included a dangerous The belugas are provided with a specialized team
12-hour drive from Kharkiv to Odesa where Ukrainian of medical, nutritional and behavioral experts at
caregivers met the international team from Oceanografic, Oceanografic to assist in recovery from their long journey.
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Dr. Ca.mer’on Perry, a research scientist from Georgia International

Aquarium’s conservation team, embarked on a 10-day .

expedition to this secluded region in November 2024 PartnerShlp

to deepen our understanding of whale sharks and their

elusive behaviors. In April 2024, Georgia Aquarium formalized
our conservation partnerships with two of

Ningaloo Reef in Western Australia has long been a Japan's preeminent aquariums. The three

hub for whale shark research, but the lack of whale aquariums share a unique distinction:

shark sightings along the Eastern Coast represented care for endangered whale sharks

a large data gap for populations in the Southwest and manta rays. It's a unique privilege

Pacific. Using environmental modeling, Biopixel Ocean and responsibility that few zoological

W HAl_E SHAHK []lS[;[]VEH | ES Foundation, Georgia Aquarium’s partner on this project, organizations in the world share.
suspected suitable whale shark habitats existed along

Georgia Aquarium is partnering with

the Eastern Coast of Australia. . . .

Okinawa Churashima Foundation Research

WREGK BAY / GREAT BARRIER REEF, SOUTH PACIFIC OCEAN o . . . Institute, including its Okinawa Churaumi

“This trip was incredibly successful,” said Dr. Perry. . . .

. . . o Aquarium and Osaka Aquarium Kaiyukan,

“Not only did we identify new individuals, but we also . :
] ) . to collaborate on marine conservation

deployed 15 cutting-edge tags to track their vertical and . .

. . . strategies, share learnings and exchange

horizontal movements, as well as environmental data. . .

expertise. The partnership between the

. . organizations will focus on endangered
This creates the potential to document the deepest . .

. . species, including whale sharks, manta
whale shark dive to date, surpassing the current record

rays and coral reefs.
of 1,928 meters.

The agreement fosters long-term

Georgia Aquarium'’s work in Wreck Bay is just the cooperation in research, conservation,
beginning. The next steps include analyzing data animal care and staff development. It
from the tags, expanding habitat suitability models, includes commitments for joint research
and engaging with local communities to deepen programs, data sharing, staff exchanges
understanding of whale shark movements. Plans are and public education initiatives. With an
already underway to explore new regions further initial term of 10 years and options for
south. By bridging gaps in knowledge and fostering renewal, the partnership is intended to
expg(‘i?;ion collaborations, these efforts help protect not only make a lasting impact on the health and
whale sharks but the ecosystems they call home. well-being of marine environments.

unique whale sharks encountered
by the research team

SCIENTIFIC NAME

15 In the remote northern reaches of the Great ANIMAL FACT
Barrier Reef lies a previously unknown whale

tags deploped (o track shark aggregation in an area called Wreck Bay.

whale shark movements

CONSERVATION STATUS
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UETERANS IMMERSION PROGRAM (UIP)

SERVING OUR BRAVE VETERANS & THEIR FAMILIES

MILITARY UOLUNTEER PROGRAM



18

RESEARCH &
CONSERVATION

GEORGIA COAST / NORTH ATLANTIC OCEAN

MANATEE GARE ON THE GEORGIA GOAST

Annual Health Assessments

animals examined
during most recent
health assessments

Manatees are gentle giants of the water,
but they face serious health stressors such
as boat strikes and cold stress. To ensure
their survival and better understand

their needs, Georgia Aquarium and other
Manatee Rescue & Rehabilitation partners
participate in annual research trips,
assessing the health and habitat usage

of manatee populations off the coast

of Georgia. These health assessments

involve thorough physical examinations as
well as biological sample collection and
tagging. Our teams can gather valuable
data on their movements and health
status by examining animals tagged on
previous trips. Tracking these movements
helps us compare the health of manatees
in different regions and environmental
conditions, providing a comprehensive

picture of their well-being.

SEA CHANGE ;| GEORGIA AQUARIUM 2024 ANNUAL REPORT

Rescue and Rehab

In addition to our research
efforts, Georgia Aquarium
plays a vital role in the
Manatee Rescue &
Rehabilitation Partnership
(MRP) as a holding facility
for injured or abandoned
manatees. This partnership is
crucial for rehabilitating and
eventually releasing manatees
back into the ocean.

In 2024, Georgia Aquarium
welcomed two new manatee
calves, TayTay and Cider, to our
offsite facility. Both animals were
found abandoned and suffering
from cold stress. TayTay also

needed treatment for a boat strike
injury. Georgia Aquarium’s primary
contribution to the MRP involves
providing holding space for
manatees that need time to gain
weight, allowing other facilities

to focus on more critical cases.

We also support the partnership
by providing staff to assist with

transports, rescues and releases.
manatees have been rehabbed
at our Animal Care Facility

This collaborative effort ensures
that manatees receive the best

possible care and have the highest

chance of successful rehabilitation CLANK
and reintegration into their natural
habitat. TayTay and Cider are both VAMO
on track to be released back into
Florida waters in 2025.
TAYTAY
EN
Georgia Aquarium was

awarded the Prescott Grant
in 2024 and is using it towards
a customized manatee
transport truck that we hope
to havein action by summer
2025 to aidin our rescue and
rehabilitation efforts

SEA CHANGE ;| GEORGIA AQUARIUM 2024 ANNUAL REPORT
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RESEARCH &
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UNDERWATER GPo IN GRAY'5 REEF

Georgia Aquarium’s Dive Team
participated in multiple projects to aid
our research and conservation efforts and
tracking data along the Georgia coast.

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) maintains
a hydrophone and acoustic receiver array in Gray’s Reef National
Marine Sanctuary. Acoustic receivers are water bottle-sized devices
that are suspended vertically under the ocean with an anchor, line, and
float. They capture "pings" from tagged animals, and in conjunction
with diver-based surveys like transects, provide researchers with
population and migration data. These paint a vital picture of species’
movements during winter when diving operations are limited.

SEA CHANGE ;| GEORGIA AQUARIUM 2024 ANNUAL REPORT

GRAY’S REEF / NORTH ATLANTIC OCEAN

acoustic receivers
deployed off GA coast

receivers and 1 hydrophone
serviced at Gray’s Reef

In 2024, Georgia Aquarium Dive Operations
helped NOAA divers service receivers and

a hydrophone. Every six to nine months,
each receiver must be retrieved, cleaned,
serviced, the data copied and then returned
to its station on the reef. The data received
is then shared with fellow scientists.

Recreational fishing and diving are allowed
in part of Gray's Reef, although about
one-third of the sanctuary is dedicated to
research-only operations. NOAA hopes to
compare species data across parts of the
sanctuary that experience different levels
of human impact.

Georgia Aquarium also maintains a receiver
array along Georgia Department of
Natural Resources’ artificial reefs (outside
of Gray's Reef). In 2024, we deployed
acoustic receivers that will detect fish that
have been acoustically tagged, with the
hope that some of our tagged sand tiger
sharks will be detected in Georgia as well.
The team plans on downloading receivers
in the spring of 2025 to see what will be
revealed! This work is a collaboration
between Georgia Aquarium’s Research and
Conservation and Dive Operations teams.
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