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An important step in the conservation of marine mammals was the 
establishment of the Yarari Marine Mammal and Shark Sanctuary 
on September 1, 2015. The Yarari Sanctuary comprises all the wa-
ters of Bonaire and Saba, and since September 2018, St. Eustatius.  
Of the 33 species of marine mammals known to reside in the 
Caribbean, at least 20 species are known to inhabit the waters of 
the windward and leeward Dutch Caribbean islands (Debrot et al., 
2011). For many of these species, the waters in this region serve 
as primary habitat for critical activities such as feeding, mating 
and calving.  Information concerning these species comes mostly 
from visual observations that have been reported, although a new 
emphasis on the importance of research and conservation means 
more quantitative data will be collected in the upcoming years.  

Each island provides a different, yet important habitat for a variety 
of marine mammals.  It is thought that the waters around Saba 
and Saba Bank provide important areas for migration, wintering 
and food foraging for many species of marine mammals.  These 
waters are especially important for wintering humpback whales, 
migrating dolphins and a local population of sperm whales (Debrot 
et al. 2013, 2014).  Bonaire’s proximity to an important upwelling 
area and several migration routes makes it very appealing to a 
variety of marine mammal species (Debrot et al, 1998). Little is 
known about the marine mammals around St. Eustatius, highlight-
ing a knowledge gap which can hopefully be filled with future 

research such as the hydrophones which will be installed next year 
as part of the Cari’mam project.

There are many issues threatening marine mammals, such as: 
overfishing of prey, physical collisions with vessels and ships, noise 
and water quality pollution, and degraded habitats due to climate 
change.  Marine mammals are highly susceptible to disturbances 
related to recreation and ecotourism.  Noise pollution from large 
ships and cruise boats can also result in physical collisions or 
hearing damage (Mann et al., 2010; Luksenburg, 2014).  Due to the 
migratory nature of most marine mammals, it is very difficult to es-
timate current population sizes.  The most recent State of Nature 
Report, published by Wageningen University assessed the “con-
servation status”1  of marine mammals for the Dutch Caribbean as 
“moderately unfavorable”.

This section will outline the current state of marine mammals 
within the Dutch Caribbean and highlight the research and 
ongoing projects which took place over the past year. For more 
information, please see the full BioNews articles, which have been 
indicated (when applicable) along with the article titles below. 

For more information on marine mammals in the Dutch 
Caribbean, please see the 2018 Special Edition BioNews  
on the Yarari Sanctuary.

Overview

1 The Conservation Status is used in the European Union for reporting on the status of species and habitats protected under the 
European Habitat Directive (see http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/habitatsdirective/index_en.htm).
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Toothed Whales
Over 20 different species of toothed whales are 
suspected to inhabit the waters around the Dutch 
Caribbean islands. Although historical data is 

lacking, new research is giving scientists more 
insights to how these waters are utilized by these 
species.  The table below gives an overview of the 
species believed to reside in these waters. As it can 

be seen, 2 species are suspected but not con-
firmed, and many of the other species have only 
been identified through visual reports. Previous  
research, such as that conducted by Debrot 

(1998), Risch et al. (2014), Risch and de Haan 
(2016) and Heenehan & Stanistreet (2017) have 
provided scientific data to support  these visual 
sightings through visual and acoustic detection.

SPECIES SCIENTIFIC NAME Aruba Bonaire Curaçao Saba and  
Saba Bank St. Eustatius St. Maarten

Bottlenose dolphin# Tursiops truncatus V V V V V V

Spinner dolphin*# Stenella longirostris V V B ? V V

Clymene dolphin Stenella clymene ? ? ? ? ? ?

Rough-toothed dolphin Steno bredanensis B ? V ? ? ?

Pantropical spotted 
dolphin*

Stenella attenuata V V B ? ? ?

Atlantic spotted dolphin Stenella frontalis B ? ? ? ? V

Striped dolphin Stenella coeruleoalba S S B ? ? ?

Long-beaked common 
dolphin 

Delphinus capensis V ? ? ? ? ?

Risso’s dolphin Grampus griseus S ? ? ? ? ?

Fraser dolphin Lagenodelphis hosei ? S ? ? ? ?

Melon-headed whale Peponocephala electra ? B S ? ? ?

Short-finned pilot whale#
Globicephala 
macrorhynchus 

S V B V ? V

Marine mammal occurrences in the windward and leeward Dutch Caribbean (Based on Debrot et al. 2011a; Witte et al. in prep)
? = possible occurring no sightings confirmed; S = stranded or found dead; V = (visual) sighted alive; B = both (stranded and sighted alive); † = extinct;  
* documented from the area before 1998; # recorded by Debrot (1998); ♪ acoustic detection by Risch et al. (2014), Risch and de Haan (2016) or Heenehan & Stanistreet (2017)

L e e w a r d  D u t c h  C a r i b b e a n W i n d w a r d  D u t c h  C a r i b b e a n

Odontocetes (Toothed whales) 

Photo by: © Alexander Vasenin
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SPECIES SCIENTIFIC NAME Aruba Bonaire Curaçao Saba and  
Saba Bank St. Eustatius St. Maarten

Pygmy sperm whale Kogia breviceps ? S ? ? ? ?

False killer whale Pseudorca crassidens V ? ? ? ? ?

Pygmy killer whale Feresa attenuata ? ? V ? ? ?

Killer whale# Orcinus orca V V V ? ? ?

Cuvier’s beaked whale* Ziphius cavirostris S S B ? ? S

Blainville’s beaked whale Mesoplodon densirostris ? ? ? ? ? ?

Gervais’ beaked whale*# Mesoplodon europaeus S S S ? ? ?

Dwarf sperm whale* Kogia simus S ? S ? ? ?

Sperm whale*♪ Physeter macrocephalus S ?♪ B B V B

Marine mammal occurrences in the windward and leeward Dutch Caribbean (Based on Debrot et al. 2011a; Witte et al. in prep)
? = possible occurring no sightings confirmed; S = stranded or found dead; V = (visual) sighted alive; B = both (stranded and sighted alive); † = extinct;  
* documented from the area before 1998; # recorded by Debrot (1998); ♪ acoustic detection by Risch et al. (2014), Risch and de Haan (2016) or Heenehan & Stanistreet (2017)

L e e w a r d  D u t c h  C a r i b b e a n W i n d w a r d  D u t c h  C a r i b b e a n

Odontocetes (Toothed whales) 

Overview
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Marine mammal occurrences in the windward and leeward Dutch Caribbean (Based on Debrot et al. 2011a; Witte et al. in prep)
? = possible occurring no sightings confirmed; S = stranded or found dead; V = (visual) sighted alive; B = both (stranded and sighted alive); † = extinct;  
* documented from the area before 1998; # recorded by Debrot (1998); ♪ acoustic detection by Risch et al. (2014), Risch and de Haan (2016) or Heenehan & Stanistreet (2017)

SPECIES SCIENTIFIC NAME Aruba Bonaire Curaçao Saba and  
Saba Bank St. Eustatius St. Maarten

Blue whale Balaenoptera musculus ? ? ? ? ? ?

Fin whale Balaenoptera physalus ? ? ? ? ? ?

Sei whale Balaenoptera borealis ? ? ? ? ? ?

Common minke whale ♪ Balaenoptera acutorostrata - - - ? ♪ ? ?

Bryde’s whale*# Balaenoptera edeni ? B B ? ? ?

Humpback whale*#♪ Megaptera novaeangliae V V V V♪ V V

L e e w a r d  D u t c h  C a r i b b e a n W i n d w a r d  D u t c h  C a r i b b e a n

Balaenoptera (Baleen whales) 

Baleen Whales
There are 6 species of baleen whales which are 
suspected to inhabit the waters around the Dutch 
Caribbean islands. Unfortunately, there is a lack 
of quantitative data for these species, with four of 

the six having no confirmed sightings.  Acoustic 
research conducted in Saba and Saba Bank de-
tected both the common minke whale and the 
humpback whale in 2016.  Previous research, such 
as that conducted by Debrot (1998), Risch et al. 

(2014), Risch and de Haan (2016) and Heenehan & 
Stanistreet (2017) have provided scientific data to 
support these visual sightings through visual and 
acoustic detection.   

Overview
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Manatees
The Antillean manatee, (Trichechus manatus manatus) a 
subspecies of the West Indian Manatee has become quite 
rare within the Dutch Caribbean.  With an estimated popu-
lation size of less than 6,700 (Castelblanco-Martínez et al., 
2012), they are sparsely distributed within the Caribbean 
waters ranging from the Bahamas to Brazil (Deutsch et al. 
2008). There is a small subpopulation which inhabits the 
northern Caribbean coast of South America, which has 
been estimated at around 400 individuals (Castelblanco-
Martínez et al., 2012).  Recently, a few sightings both along 
the South American coast and around the ABC islands, give 
a brief insight to this remaining population.

In 2018, manatee sightings were reported first on Aruba 
(January) and then later on Bonaire (July), which sug-
gests that they still use these waters (Debrot et al., 2006). 
Historically, the Antillean manatee could have been spotted 
around all six of the islands, thus stressing the importance 
of establishing and maintaining sanctuaries throughout the 
Dutch Caribbean, to hopefully rehabilitate this species and 
protect it from extinction.

A recent study worked to compile these sightings with 
historical records to better understand the southeastern 
Caribbean subpopulation. With only 4 known sightings 
within the last decades, manatees are very rare around 
Bonaire and Curaçao. With little freshwater available for 
manatees, coupled with deep waters and strong currents 
separating these islands from the mainland Venezuelan 
population, researchers are doubtful that movement be-
tween the islands and mainland is common (Debrot et al., 
2019). Therefore, manatees sighted around these islands 
have most likely drifted accidentally, or have wandered 
away from their normal habitat in search of food. It is be-
lieved the nearest population comes from Lake Maracaibo, 
Venezuela, where daytime sightings are common, despite 
the fact that the conservation status of these species is still 
in question and actual population counts are still unknown 
(Boede et al., 2015). This study concluded that the sporadic 
manatee sightings along the islands are most like the 
result of stray individuals originating from Lake Maracaibo 
(Debrot et al., 2019). 

Overview

http://www.dcnanature.org
http://www.dcnanature.org


26 27 28 29 30 ......Transboundary Species - Content

2019 Research and Project Results
For previous (research) projects on marine mammals in the Dutch Caribbean, please see the  
2018 Special Edition BioNews on the Yarari Marine Mammal and Shark Sanctuary.

New Study Sheds Light on Marine 
Traffic’s Impact on Whales (BioNews 29)  
The Caribbean Humpback Acoustic Monitoring 
Program (CHAMP) used acoustic recorders to gain 
insight into local humpback whale populations, 
expanding previous coverage and encouraging 
collaboration between many organizations. This 
study took place between December 2016 and 
June 2017 around the islands of the Dominican 
Republic, Saint Martin , Guadeloupe east and 
west, Martinique, Aruba and Bonaire. The results 
of this study were published in July 2019 under 
the title “Caribbean Sea Soundscapes: Monitoring 
Humpback Whales, Biological Sounds, Geological 
Events, and Anthropogenic Impacts of Vessel 
Noise” (Heenehan et al., 2019).

Acoustic Monitoring
Sound travels much faster in water than it does 
through air, making acoustic sensors much more 
adapted for studying marine life than more tra-
ditional visual methods (NOAA, 2018). Oceanic 
sounds can typically be broken down into three 
categories: sounds which come from geological 
or physical processes (e.g., earthquakes or strong 
winds), sounds from living things (e.g., marine 
mammals or fish) and anthropogenic noise (ship 
traffic, military testing, surveying) (Krause and 
Gage, 2003; Pijanowski et al., 2011). Passive 
acoustic monitoring allows researchers to record 
these noises to better understand what species 
are utilizing an area, how they move throughout 
the space and to what extend human activity is 
impacting a particular environment.

During the CHAMP study, two different types 
of acoustic devices were used. The first, Marine 

Autonomous Recording Units (MARU) was used in 
six of the locations, including Bonaire and Aruba. 
These devices are typically used to record low fre-
quency sounds, useful for picking up whale songs 
and noises from passing ships. The second type of 
device, SoundTrap, was used in three locations, 
including Saint Martin and Bonaire. SoundTrap 
records at a high sampling rate, which allowed  
for the detection of higher frequency sounds,  
useful for recording dolphin and sperm whale 
related noises.

Interference with Whales
Anthropogenic noise can have many negative 
consequences within an environment. One of the 
most notable issues is a phenomenon known as 
“masking”, when a particular noise disturbs or 
inhibits a receiver’s ability to interpret a sound 
(American National Standards Institute, 1994; 
Clark et al., 2009; Erbe et al., 2016). One well 
documented example of masking is shipping noise 
impeding the ability for whales to communicate 
amongst each other (e.g. Cholewiak et al., 2018; 
Hatch et al., 2012, 2016).

The Caribbean economies, more so than almost 
any other area in the world, are heavily depend-
ent on marine traffic. These waters are constantly 
being crossed by large containerships and cruise 
ships, resulting in a significant amount of low-fre-
quency anthropogenic noise pollution which could 
potentially mask important sounds for a wide 
variety of marine fish and animals (e.g., Weilgart, 
2007; Hatch et al., 2008; Hildebrand, 2009; Erbe 
et al., 2012; McKenna et al., 2012; Merchant 
et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2015). Since these 
waters are also home to many protected species, 

understanding how these noises are affecting 
local populations is critical in managing their 
protection. Humpback whales are a particularly 
important protected species which can be found 
throughout most of the Caribbean. The research 
sites for this study were specifically selected to 
line up with humpback whale breeding grounds 
(Kennedy, 2018). Furthermore, male humpback 
whales are known for their loud songs, audible 
throughout these breeding grounds (Herman, 
2017; Payne and McVay, 1971; Vu et al., 2012), 
which made them the perfect subject for  
these experiments.

CHAMP Dutch Caribbean Results
Acoustic recordings were made using a MARU 
device on Aruba, a SoundTrap device on Saint 
Martin, and one of each device on Bonaire. The 
recorder near Aruba was the only recorder to be 
located outside of a marine protected area during 
this study. Located on the northern side of the 
island, it was located near a heavily used shipping 
channel. The site selected for Bonaire was located 
within the marine park, removed from the main 
ports. The device on Saint Martin was located 
within the National Nature Reserve, off of the 
French owned northern coast.

Although humpback whales were detected within 
five of the seven research sites, this study did not 
detect humpback whales around either Aruba or 
Bonaire. However, humpback whales have been 
reported in previous studies around Aruba and 
Bonaire (Debrot et al, 2011). No marine mam-
mals were detected from the Aruba recordings, 
this is most likely due to its proximity to a major 
shipping lane. In the future, a site located in less 

trafficked waters may give researchers a better 
idea of the biodiversity within Aruba’s waters. 
Humpback whales were detected near Saint 
Martin throughout the entire deployment period 
(January through June of 2017). Recordings de-
tected humpback whale songs on 90% of the days 
throughout the test. Due to the fact that the whale 
songs were detected on the first and last day of 
recording, researchers believe that the whale 
songs are present over a wider window not fully 
characterized by this study.

Acoustic readings from Bonaire did register both 
dolphin and sperm whale, along with a variety of 
other fish sounds which were not further evalu-
ated during this study. Due to Bonaire’s proximity 
to a deep underwater trench which runs between 
Bonaire and Venezuela, it is not surprising that 
sperm whales, known for being a deep-diving spe-
cies, would be found in these waters. In addition, 
there are at least six species of dolphins known 
to inhabit the waters around Aruba, Bonaire and 
Curaçao (Luksenburg, 2014; Geelhoed et al., 
2014). For Saint Martin, dolphins were recorded 
only once during testing.

Marine boat traffic was analyzed over a two-week 
period in March of 2017. During this time in Aruba, 
99% of the hours recorded ship noise, the second 
highest value in the study. The actual number of 
ships could not be calculated as it was difficult to 
distinguish between specific ships with near con-
stant  noise being recorded. Bonaire ranked right 
in the middle, with 54% of the hours showing the 
presence of ships. During this test, very few ships 
were detected at night which suggests that a large 
portion of this noise signature could be attributed
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to smaller recreational or fishing ships.  Saint 
Martin had the second lowest amount of vessel 
noise detected, at 30%, which overlapped with 
humpback whale songs being detected 29.8% 
of the time. However, due to the location of the 
recorder, far away from the main port, along with 
the limited number of hours recorded each day, 
6 hours, this may not represent the full overlap of 
both the vessel and whale song noise. 

Another interesting note from the study 
was that on April 17th, 2017, a 5.6 magnitude 
earthquake was registered with an epicenter near 
the Flinn Engdahl region of Antigua and Barbuda. 
The earthquake was registered on all acoustic 
device within 8.75 minutes. Aftershocks of  
the earthquake were also registered on all  
recording devices.

Marine Park Management
The Yarari Marine Mammal and Shark Sanctuary 
was established in the Dutch Caribbean on 
September 1, 2015. The name of the Sanctuary 
“Yarari” is a Taíno Indian word, meaning “a fine 
place”. It is intended to provide “a fine place” for 
marine mammals, sharks and rays where they  
will receive the necessary attention to ensure  
their protection. It is intended to eventually  
also include the other Dutch Caribbean islands: 
Aruba, Curaçao and St. Maarten. 

This study gives researchers and policy makers a 
more detailed look at the impact of human activi-
ties on species inhabiting local waters. The clear 
lack of marine animal noises registered off Aruba 
shows how excess noise pollution may drive ma-
rine life away. Understanding ship traffic’s noise 
patterns and its effect on local marine mammals 
can help shape the legislation required to properly 
protect these species in the future.

2019 Research and Project Results
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The importance of both commercial shipping and 
recreational cruise ships will remain a driving force 
in Caribbean economics. It will continue to be of 
the upmost importance that governmental agen-
cies, researchers and conservationists continue 
to work together to minimize human impact on 
these waters to ensure a healthy ecosystem in 
the future. More long-term monitoring studies 
are needed to fully understand our impact on the 
marine environment. A more complete under-
standing of which species are present and how 
various species are using these waters can help 
mold how marine parks are managed in the future. 
One important step could be minimizing ship 
traffic within migration lanes needed for many of 
these critical species. Research such as CHAMP 
is vital in filling in knowledge gaps and will help 
shape a more comprehensive conservation plan of 
our marine protected areas and sanctuaries into 
the future. 

2019 Research and Project Results
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New Insight into the Caribbean’s 
Marine Mammal Populations  
The  Caribbean Marine Mammals Preservation 
Network (CARI’MAM) project aims to develop 
a network of marine protected areas dedicated 
to the conservation of marine mammals in the 
Greater Caribbean and beyond. A project is set up 
which uses a network of underwater hydrophones 
to detect and identify marine mammals across 
the Caribbean. This project will grant researchers 
access to continuous, wide-ranging information 
on these critical species and will help guide conser-
vation efforts into the future.

It is suspected that at least a third of the world’s 
whale and dolphin population use the wider 
Caribbean region at some point throughout their 
life cycle.  Although these animals have significant 
cultural and economic value, little is known about 
their presence.  There are still significant knowl-
edge gaps concerning which species are present, 
how they use these waters and how they move 
throughout the Caribbean. Filling these gaps will 
be crucial in designing, implementing and manag-
ing conservation plans to protect these dynamic 
species in the future.

Modern Research
Historically, most research on these species have 
been gathered through visual, opportunistic 
sightings.  Marine mammals can be hard to track 
as they can travel long distances and spend most 
of their time out of visual range from the surface.  

Fortunately, researchers have found a way to 
exploit an important feature of these species.  
Whale and dolphins use sound to navigate, find 
food and to communicate with each other over 
long distances. A new, non-invasive method, 
using an underwater microphone (hydrophone), 
can take advantage of this fact and can be used to 
track these creatures as they use or pass through 
an area.

Known as Passive Acoustic Monitoring (PAM), this 
method is a cost effective, year-round solution for 
monitoring and tracking whales and dolphins. An 
advantage of using PAM is that it is acoustic based 
and deployed underwater, therefore data can be 
collected 24 hours a day regardless of extreme 
weather conditions or luminosity.  In addition, the 
automated detection and classification of sounds 
allows for data to be collected throughout a wide 
network in a standardized way. 

CARI’MAM Project
The CARI’MAM project is working to create a 
Caribbean wide network for these hydrophones. 
Initially started in 2018, this project will continue 
through 2020. In February 2020 more than 20 
hydrophones will be deployed around 16 islands 
including Aruba, Bonaire and St. Eustatius. 
Installations will continue into late 2020, with 
probably more island interring the network.   Saba 
has already deployed similar hydrophones as part 
of a preliminary study and has AMAR noise log-
gers.   St Martin was unable to attend the required 

training session; however, researchers are still 
working to find a way to include them in the 
network as well. 

Saba leading the way
Before the project could get into full swing,  
researchers wanted to run preliminary test to 
decide which hydrophone to use.  St. Barthelemy 
and Saba were selected to host a single hydro-
phone each for a 10-day trial.  These tests were 
so successful it was decided that full deployment 
could begin. 

Although detailed analysis has not yet been  
completed, there has been a few preliminary re-
sults which the team is happy to present. They’ve 
found that humpback whale sounds have been 
easily detected and identified through simple al-
gorithms.  Next, the algorithms have had difficulty 
distinguishing between specific dolphin species, 
however the delphinid group (oceanic dolphin) 
can be detected and identified from other dolphin 
groups.  Lastly, they’ve had success detecting and 
identifying sperm whales. In fact, algorithms have 
been able to identify sperm whales sizes to allow 
minimum abundance population estimates and 
possible nurseries area. 

Data Analysis
In order to improve the neural network analysis, a 
project have been set up by the Agoa Sanctuary  
to create a song database. Recording of the maxi-
mum of species confirmed by visual observation 

will be made in a standardized way with informa-
tion on the number of individuals, behavior and 
distance from the hydrophone. This study will also 
give information on anthropogenic noises to allow 
their classifications. This database will be acces-
sible for all, after publication. 

The use of hydrophones to collect information on 
marine mammals will allow researchers to collect 
wide-range, continuous data beyond what has 
ever been done before in this region. Furthermore, 
by applying algorithms and removing the human 
factor, researchers will be able to sort and analyze 
large volumes of information in a standardized 
way with increased accuracy. 

Through this project, researchers are hoping to 
analyze species richness, seasonality and distribu-
tion throughout the Caribbean.  They are also 
hoping to expand this to include information such 
as: relationships between species, anthropogenic 
impacts, behavior shifts, habitat preferences, and 
more.  This information will be vital in helping local 
governments, scientists and conservationists alike 
in managing efforts to protect marine mammals 
throughout the Caribbean.  We look forward to 
seeing future results from the CARI’MAM project 
and to see its positive impact on the Caribbean’s 
marine mammal populations.

2019 Research and Project Results
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2019 Research and Project Results

New Information on the Migratory Patterns of 
Caribbean Humpback Whales  
Once thought to be of a single population, new research indicates 
key differences between migration routes and seasonality between 
humpback whales of the north and southeastern Caribbean.  
Understanding that there are two separate population groups is 
key in designing conservation plans to protect these vital species 
throughout both the Caribbean and Northern Atlantic regions.

The Caribbean plays an important role in the life cycle of humpback 
whales, as they often use these waters for mating and calving, 
especially during the winter months.  Historical evidence shows 
that this was particularly true around the southern Lesser Antilles 
islands (Reeves et al., 2001).  Overhunting of these whales during 
the 19th and 20th century has led to much lower current popula-
tions (Winn et al., 1975; Levenson and Leapley, 1978; Swartz et 
al., 2003). Recent research has focused on the humpback whale 
population which moves between winter breeding and calving 
areas off the shores of Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico to their 
summer feeding grounds of the western North Atlantic (Mattila and 
Clapham, 1989; Stevick et al., 1999; Smith et al., 1999; Fleming and 
Jackson, 2011). 

Although it is also known that there are humpback whales located 
within the southeastern Caribbean (south of Antigua), information 
on their migration patterns is very limited. In the past five years, 
over 200 individuals have been spotted off the coast of Guadeloupe 
alone.  To fill in this knowledge gap, a recent study worked to com-
pile information on the different migratory routes and patterns of 
the Caribbean humpback whales to gain insight into the differences 
in these two populations.

Photography to Track Whales
This study, led by Peter Stevick from the College of the Atlantic, fo-
cused on the waters south of Antigua and north of the Venezuelan 
coast.  Using tail fluke patterns, 262 individual humpback whales 
were identified and documented between 1972 and 2014, and with 
the exception of 8, all have been photographed since 2000 (Stevick 
et al., 2018).  These recent photographs were then cross-examined 
against documented individuals from the North Atlantic Humpback 
Whale Catalogue (NAHWC) and the Northern Norway Humpback 
Whale Catalogue (NNHWC). Next, these photographs were then 
compared against sightings within known feeding grounds in two 
areas, western and eastern North Atlantic.  

For the whales documented in the southeastern Caribbean, the 
number of re-sighted individuals found near Norway (western 
North Atlantic) was nine times that of those documented off the 
Gulf of Maine (eastern North Atlantic).  This result highlights a  
preference for the southeastern Caribbean whales to migrate 
towards Norway.

Another unique way to distinguish between individual whales is to 
look for visible scarring along their flukes caused by altercations 
with killer whales. When comparing all 262 whales spotted in the 
southeastern Caribbean with populations from Norwegian waters 
it was found that they exhibited nearly identical scarring rates 
(McCordic et al., 2014). Furthermore, these values were significantly 
different when comparing scarring rates to populations in the Gulf 
of Maine, Canada and Greenland (McCordic et al., 2014).  Overall, 
whales which use feeding grounds of the eastern North Atlantic had 
a much lower scarring rate, implying fewer physical interactions 
with killer whales than those of the western North Atlantic.
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2019 Research and Project Results

Visual and Acoustic Methods
Through direct observations and acoustic surveys, research-
ers were able to track the time of year humpbacks passed 
through these waters.  Using information recorded by the 
Association Evasion Tropicale (AET) between 1998 and 2009, 
researchers gathered 7,700 hours of data (Rinaldi and Rinaldi, 
2011).  Visual observations were collected near Guadeloupe 
through the Observatoire des Mammifères Marins de 
l’Archipel Guadeloupeen (OMMAG). 

Migration timing for the humpback whales were analyzed 
based on visual and acoustic sampling.  Visual observations 
were reported as early as November, but the number of 
sightings in this region were very low until early February.  
The highest number of visual sightings occurred in March 
and April, and then declined quickly in May with only a few 
sightings reported in June.  Interestingly, acoustic detections 
peaked slightly earlier than what was visually reported.

Differences in Populations
This research highlighted two ways in which the population 
of the southeastern Caribbean humpback whales differ from 
the northern Caribbean population.  Firstly, through compar-
ing visual observations, along with scarring rates of individual 
flukes, it is clear that there is a tendency for the southeastern 

Caribbean population to migrate and feed in the eastern 
North Atlantic, closer to Norway.  This is different from the 
population of humpback whales off Dominican Republic 
which are more likely to be spotted in the western North 
Atlantic, near the Gulf of Maine and Canada.

The second largest difference between these populations is 
related to the migratory patterns.  It appears that the south-
eastern Caribbean whales peak about six weeks later than 
their northern counterparts.  The peak season for humpback 
whales near Dominican Republic is between January and 
March (Balcomb and Nichols, 1982; Whitehead and Moore, 
1982; Whitehead, 1982).

Impact on Conservation Efforts
Understanding the differences in populations of humpback 
whales and how they utilize and move through the Caribbean 
will help guide conservation efforts and management into the 
future.  Once thought to be a single population, it is now clear 
that the humpback whales of the Caribbean represent two 
separate groups.  Knowing that these two populations exhibit 
different migratory patterns will help local governments, 
conservationists and researchers build holistic management 
plans to ensure the protection of this species into the future.

Map of the southeastern Caribbean. Line indicates northern  
boundary of this study (Stevick et al., 2018)
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