
Narrative Report- Beluga whale, ID ‘Kharabali’ 
Report Date: 12/15/23 

History 
A female beluga whale ID ‘Kharabali’ was moved from Marineland in Canada to Mystic Aquarium on 15 
May 2021 under NMFS research permit #22629. Preshipment diagnostics and transport planning were 
conducted by Marineland veterinarian Dr. June Mergl and transport was approved by the Canadian 
regulators, Dr. Mergl, and Mystic’s board-certified veterinarians. Preshipment diagnostics included 
bloodwork indicative of healthy, stable condition, negative for all infectious diseases tested, and gastric 
sample and respiratory sample testing that were normal. The transport occurred without incident.  
 
The whale acclimated well.  Serious medical concerns did not develop until September 2023, more than 
2 years after transport.   
 
Narrative  
 
In early 2023, Kharabali developed mild pleural (lung) lesions on ultrasound, which were medically 
managed, and which waxed and waned. Throughout this time, she remained clinically normal. In 
September 2023, Kharabali began showing some abnormal swimming and reduced energy, which were 
progressive.  A bronchoscopy was attempted; abnormal redundant tissue was noted around the glottis 
preventing entry with the endoscope. In the 6 weeks preceding her death, Kharabali’s swimming became 
progressively more abnormal, and she exhibited abnormal body position in the water. Due to the 
abnormal swimming, she sustained wounds on her pectoral flippers, flukes, jaw, and rostrum, despite 
extensive efforts including use where feasible and appropriate of padding in the habitat and staff in the 
water, aimed at preventing her from contacting any surfaces. While Kharabali ate normally through most 
of her illness, in the month prior to her death her appetite decreased. She demonstrated periodic 
crunching which was interpreted as lower gastrointestinal discomfort, thicker than normal feces, and she 
was identified to have abnormal bacteria in her feces. She was given antimicrobial medications, probiotics, 
and fecal transfaunation to treat, and the abnormal bacterial component resolved. Her general condition 
became progressive, however, and she stopped eating on her own, resulting in weight loss. Aggressive 
fluid therapy and nutritional support were provided, but she continued to struggle with motility, limiting 
the ability to increase the amounts of support she could receive; at this time, her bloodwork 
demonstrated an increasingly inflammatory profile and her abnormal swimming continued to be 
progressive.  
 
On 2 December 2023, Kharabali was moved off the beluga habitat to the Aquatic Animal Study Center to 
continue critical care in order to have the ability to provide her heated water to help with weight gain, 
and for her protection from trauma associated with abnormal swimming. In the days before her death, 
gastrointestinal motility was extremely decreased preventing administration of additional food or fluids. 
The abnormal swimming and posture in the water were also progressive, and she seemed to be frequently 
disoriented.  Additional findings noted in the week prior to death include poor cardiac contractility and 
dilated hepatic vessels and possibly also biliary tracts on ultrasound, and elevations in Total Bilirubin, GGT, 
and AST, on bloodwork. Despite aggressive medical management she experienced an emergency on 11 
Dec 2023.  Emergency treatment was initiated but Kharabali did not respond.  Kharabali was transported 
to the University of Connecticut for necropsy.  Pathological results are pending. 
 
A 24-hour monitoring system has been in place for belugas at Mystic Aquarium and was in place for the 
entirety of this animal’s medical issues and continues to the present day.  
 



This animal was currently under a pause in research per NOAA-NMFS request.  That pause began August 
6, 2021.  The death is unrelated to any research activities. 
 
 
Steps Being Taken & Continuing Efforts 
 
We have ensured and will continue to ensure that medical conditions in one whale do not pose risk to the 
others. No communicable diseases that could impact other whales have been identified.  The prior deaths 
in transported belugas (Havok and Havana) were found to be due to incurable, likely genetic, conditions 
that could not be diagnosed antemortem.  All other whales at Mystic Aquarium are presently healthy. 
 
Accredited by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA), the Alliance of Marine Mammal Parks and 
Aquariums (AMMPA), the International Marine Animal Trainers Association (IMATA), and certified by 
American Humane (AH), Mystic Aquarium consistently provides the highest quality medical and 
husbandry care to our animals. Our veterinary program is led by experienced veterinarians who are board-
certified specialists in zoological medicine and our facility has over 4 decades of experience in providing 
the highest quality husbandry care for belugas. With a strong focus on preventative medicine, our animals 
are well-monitored during periods of health and receive prompt attention to all medical or behavioral 
concerns. Husbandry staff are in place 24-7-265 to monitor animals and ensure their wellbeing. Mystic 
Aquarium has a fully functioning clinical lab and veterinary hospital equipped with portable ultrasound, 
endoscopy, and radiography for immediate diagnostic results when any condition arises.  
 
Mystic Aquarium is complying fully with informational requests regarding the death of Kharabali.   
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