
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

On the calm waters of Mosquito Lagoon one December morning, a 

crab trap buoy floated gently on the surface of the water.  Beneath the 

buoy was a long rope and tied to the long rope was a crab trap.  To a 

young dolphin calf, it looked like the perfect toy!  The dolphin calf 

grabbed the rope in her mouth and began to play.  She swam back and 

forth, up and down, twisting and turning around the rope.  Suddenly, 

she realized that the rope was tangled all around her body.  It was 

twisted around her fin on top, called a dorsal fin.  It was twisted 

around her fins on the side, called pectoral fins.  Most tightly, it was 

twisted around her tail, called her flukes.  The young dolphin needed help 

and quick! 

Luckily, a fisherman nearby saw the crab trap buoy bouncing around 

on the top of the water.  He directed his boat closer and saw the little 

dolphin all wrapped up in the line of the crab trap.  He called for help 

and waited until a rescue team arrived.  The rescue team saw that the 

little dolphin would need the care of an animal doctor, called a 

veterinarian, and took her all the way across the state of Florida to 

Clearwater Marine Aquarium. 

 Once she was at Clearwater Marine Aquarium, the young dolphin 

was named Winter after the season in which she was found.  The 

veterinarian and the animal care team at the aquarium realized that 

Winter’s tail was very damaged from her experience with the crab trap 

– so damaged that she would never be able to use it again.  Sure 

enough, her tail slowly began to fall off until it was completely gone. 

 Winter didn’t let her missing tail slow her down.  She learned how 

to swim side-to-side, like a fish swims.  But the animal care team at 

CMA knew that swimming like that could hurt Winter’s back – a 

dolphin’s tail is supposed to move up and down!  They worked with a 

group of people from Hanger Prosthetics, a company that makes 

artificial legs and arms for people.  The doctors at Hanger designed a 

new tail for Winter.  When Winter wears it, she can swim like a normal 

dolphin does – up and down!   
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Notes from the head trainer: Physical therapy with Winter 

Winter lost her tail as a calf after being entangled in the ropes of a crab trap.  Since 

then, she has developed a side-to-side swimming motion.  She achieves this by moving her 

tail stump to the left and right and using her side pectoral fins for extra motion.  This 

side-to-side tail movement is unnatural and could cause damage to Winter’s spine.  

Therefore, we use physical therapy, like stretches and the artificial tail, to help Winter’s 

muscles stay strong and her spine stay straight. 



Part Two Directions: 

Winter’s physical therapy sessions have two parts.  The first part involves stretching 

Winter’s tail stump.  For this, the trainer must lay a mat down on Winter’s platform to 

cushion her tail stump during the stretches.  Next, the trainer calls Winter over to the 

platform using a hand signal and a reward.  Winter lifts her tail stump so that the 

trainer may place the mat gently underneath her.  Once the mat and Winter are in 

position, the trainer can then place pressure on the middle of Winter’s tail using their 

hands.  This flattens Winter’s tail against the platform, stretching her spine. 

After Winter has been stretched for about five minutes, we begin the second part of her 

physical therapy.  The second part involves having Winter use the artificial or prosthetic 

tail.  Before bringing the tail out to Winter, the trainer must lubricate the sleeve with a 

gel.  This helps the tail sleeve to slide onto Winter’s body.  Next, the sleeve is placed on 

the tip of her tail and rolled over her tail stump.  The trainer has to make sure there are 

no air bubbles and that the sleeve fits well.  A cap is then placed over the sleeve at the 

end of Winter’s tail to help keep the prosthetic itself in place.  Finally, the prosthetic tail 

is placed on over the sleeve and fastened with Velcro.  Winter is then able to swim laps 

around the pool with her tail moving up and down, exercising her important muscles. 

 



Part 1: Stretching Winter 
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Part 2: Putting on the Tail 
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