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O d o n t o c e t e  s i g h t i n g s  c o l l e c t e d  d u r i n g  o f f s h o r e  c r u is e s

IN THE WESTERN AND SOUTHWESTERN CARIBBEAN SEA1

M a r i o  A .  P a r d o 2,  A n g é l i c a  M e j í a - F a j a r d o 3'4,  S a n d r a  B e l t r á n - P e d r e r o s 5, 
F e r n a n d o  T r u j i l l o 6,  I a i n  K e r r 7 a n d  D a n i e l  M .  P a l a c i o s 8'9' *

W hile the cetacean fauna of the eastern  C aribbean Sea 
(i.e. th e  G rea te r  A n tille s , th e  L esser A n tilles  an d  
Venezuela) is reasonably well know n (e.g. E rdm an et 
ah, 1973; Taruski and  W inn, 1976; M ignucci-G ianonni, 
1998; R om ero et al., 2001; 2002; S w artz et al., 2003; 
Acevedo-G alindo, 2007), portions of the w este rn  and  
sou thw estern  reg ions rem ain  v irtu a lly  unexp lo red . 
H e re  w e  p re s e n t  14 o d o n to c e te  s ig h tin g s  m a d e  
d u r in g  fo u r  o f fsh o re  c ru ise s  in  C o lo m b ia n  a n d  
P an am an ian  w aters  sp an n in g  the perio d  1988-2008. 
O b s e rv a t io n s  o f th e  s p in n e r  d o lp h in  (S te n e lla  
longirostris), the false killer w hale (Pseudorca crassidens) 
and  the sperm  w hale (Physeter macrocephalus) are the first 
for these areas.
Two cruises over continental shelf an d  slope w aters 
of the  so u th w es te rn  C aribbean  w ere  co n d u c ted  in  
1988 a n d  1994 th ro u g h  a c o lla b o ra tio n  b e tw e e n  
A m erican an d  C olom bian organizations. The pu rpose  
of these cruises w as to p rov ide  tra in in g  in  cetacean 
research  techniques to local scientists, w ith  a focus 
o n  s p e rm  w h a le  a c o u s tic  tra c k in g  u s in g  to w e d  
hyd rophone  arrays. The tw o cruises em ployed  sim ilar 
vessels (sailboats) an d  fo llow ed sim ilar routes. The 
C aribbean  leg of the  'E xped ic ión  Siben' took  place 
betw een  12-15 M ay 1988 aboard  the 27m R /V  Siben, 
covering 698.7km betw een  C artagena, Colom bia, and  
Colón, Panam á (Torres et al., 198810; F igure le). The 
second cru ise took  place betw een  23-28 A pril 1994 
aboard  the 28m R /V  Odyssey, covering 462.4km along 
th e  ro u te  C o ló n -C a rta g e n a  (F ig u re  le ) .  O n  b o th  
cru ises, tw o ob serv ers  m a in ta in e d  v isu a l w atch es 
d u r in g  d a y l ig h t  h o u rs  (07 :00-18 :00h , w e a th e r  
p e rm it t in g ) ,  u s in g  th e  n a k e d  eye  o r h a n d -h e ld  
b in o c u la r s .  O n  th e  Siben  th e  o b s e rv a t io n  w as  
conducted  from  the bow  and  the stern  (3-4m above 
the w aterline), w hile on  the Odyssey  observers w ere

positioned  atop  the sh ip 's  p ilo thouse (4m above the 
w aterline) an d  in  the crow 's nest on  the m ain  m ast 
(18m  ab o v e  th e  w a te r l in e ) . W h e n e v e r  p o ss ib le , 
cetacean g roups w ere app roached  to confirm  species 
iden tifica tio n  an d  g roup  size, e ither by  the sailing  
vessel o r u sing  auxiliary  in flatable boats.
The other two cruises w ere organized by the Dirección 
General M aritim a de Colombia (DIMAR), th rough its 
C en tro  de In v e s tig a c io n e s  O c e a n o g rá fic a s  e 
H idrográficas (CIOH) aboard the 50.9m R /V  Malpelo. 
The C IO H  c o n d u c ts  o c e a n o g ra p h ic  su rv e y s  in  
C olom bian w aters on  a regu lar basis, an d  for these 
cruises it invited m arine m am m al biologists to use the 
vessel as a platform  of opportunity . One took place in 
w aters of the San A ndrés, Providencia and  the Cays 
Archipelago, w estern  Caribbean, betw een 6-13 A ugust 
1990. Its objective w as to carry  ou t a hydroacoustic  
assessm ent in  w aters of the archipelago using a fisheries 
echosounder along a p redeterm ined  1607.2km track 
(Beltrán-Pedreros, 199011; Figure lb). D uring daylight 
h o u rs  (06:00-19:00h), o n e  o b se rv e r  s e a rc h e d  fo r 
cetaceans from  the ship 's flying bridge 10m above the 
w aterline w ith  the aid of hand-held  binoculars. Since 
sightings w ere not closed on, only cetacean groups that 
occurred near the ship could be identified and  counted. 
The o th e r  c ru ise  w as  c a rr ie d  o u t off th e  c e n tra l 
Colombian coast betw een 10-25 A ugust 2008. Its m ain 
purpose w as to collect oceanographic and  biochemical 
data along the g roundtrack  of the altim etric satellite 
JASON-1 (Figure Id ) . Search ing  fo r cetaceans w as 
c o n d u c te d  fro m  M a lp e lo 's fly in g  b r id g e  by  th re e  
o b se rv e rs  w h o  lo o k ed  to w a rd  th e  bow , p o r t  an d  
starboard  sectors, respectively (M ejia-Fajardo, 2009). 
Due to logistical constraints, search effort w as divided 
into 20min intervals, alternating  betw een on and  off 
periods (Figure Id).
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Figure 1. (a) Map of the Caribbean Sea showing the areas where the cruises took place. Insets: tracks and cetacean sightings in the 
western and southwestern Caribbean during the (b) MaIpeIo-1990, (c) Siben-1988 and Odyssey-1994, and (d) Malpelo-2008 cruises, 
respectively. Sighting locations are shown as circles with numbers corresponding to those in Table 1. The limits of the Colombian and 
Panam anian Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) (source: VLIZ, 200912; striped lines) and selected bathym etric contours (source: 
SRTM30_PLUS global topography v.6.0, available from <http ://topex .ucsd .edu />) are also shown.

12 VLIZ (2009) Maritime Boundaries Geodatabase - World EEZ Version 5.0. Flanders Marine Institute. [Available online from the 
Flanders Marine Institute, Ostend, Belgium, <http ://w w w .vliz .be/vm dcdata/m arbound>, consulted on 8 October 2009].
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F o u rteen  sig h tin g s of six o d o n to ce te  species w ere  
co llected  d u rin g  the  fo u r cruises: A tlan tic  sp o tted  
dolphins (Stenellafrontalis), pantropica! spotted dolphins 
(S tenella  a tten u a ta ), co m m o n  b o ttle n o se  d o lp h in s  
(T ursiops tru n c a tu s ) , sp in n e r  d o lp h in s  (S tenella  
longirostris), false killer whales (Pseudorca crassidens) and 
sp erm  w hales (Physeter macrocephalus) (Table 1). A 
m e d iu m -s iz e d  g ro u p  (30-40 an im a ls)  of s p in n e r  
dolphins w as sighted  during  the Siben cruise in  May 
1988 in  P anam anian w aters. The sighting  occurred at 
a dep th  of 548m over the continental slope (Table 1, 
Figure 1). The species is know n from  several sightings 
a n d  s tra n d in g s  in  th e  e a s te rn  C a rib b e a n  a ro u n d  
Curaçao, Puerto Rico, St. V incent, the V irgin Banks, 
Dominica, St. Lucia, and Venezuela (Caldwell et a l, 1971; 
Erdm an et a l,  1973; Taruski and  W inn, 1976; Jefferson 
and  Lynn, 1994; Romero et a l,  2001; 2002), bu t this one 
is the first record for the southw estern Caribbean.
Two sperm  w hale sightings w ere m ade during  these 
cruises: the first one w as a group of ten individuals in 
441m w ater near San A ndrés Island, during  the Malpelo 
cruise in A ugust 1990, w hile the second one w as a group 
of eight individuals, including two calves, in Panam anian 
waters during the Odyssey cruise in April 1994. This group 
occurred near the Colombian border over a subm arine 
ridge in 1578m w aters (Table 1, Figure le). A photograph

of an anim al's fluke was taken and subm itted to the North 
A tlantic and  M editerranean Sperm  W hale Catalogue 
(NAMSC, catalogue numbers: WCI-1994-376-14, WCI- 
1994-376-15, and  WCI-1994-376-16) (Figure 2). Sperm  
whales were also heard on the Siben's hydrophones off 
Barranquilla, p rior to the sh ip 's arrival to Cartagena. 
These are the first records of the species in  the western 
and southw estern Caribbean and  it is uncertain w hether 
these an im als be long  to e ither of the  be tte r-know n  
populations of the eastern Caribbean (Gordon et al„ 1998; 
Gero et al., 2007) or the Gulf of Mexico (Weller et al., 2000), 
or w hether they are their ow n entity (no matches were 
found w ith the NAMSC).
False killer whales were sighted during the Malpelo cruise 
in A ugust 1990 close to Serrana Cay, to the northeast of 
Providencia Island, in 798m w ater (Table 1, Figure 1). 
This is the first record of the species for Colombian waters 
an d  fo r th e  w e s te rn  C aribbean . T hree su b seq u en t 
s ig h tin g s  h av e  b een  re c e n tly  re p o r te d  a lo n g  the  
continental coast near Santa M arta and in the Tayrona 
National N atural Park (Fraija et a l, 2009), and a stranding 
of a single animal occurred in  the nearby Santuario de 
Fauna y Flora Los Flamencos in June 2001 (Pardo et al, 2009). 
The species is better known from the eastern Caribbean, 
w here it prefers deep w aters around  oceanic islands 
(M ignucci-Gianonni, 1998). In the Gulf of Mexico it has

Table 1. Cetacean sighting information collected during the Siben, Malpelo, and Odyssey cruises in the western and southwestern 
Caribbean between 1988 and 2008.

S ig h t in g * Sp e c ie s G r o u p  s iz e P o s it io n D e p t h  (m)** D a t e

Min. Max. Longitude Latitude

R /V  Siben: 698.65km

1 Stenella frontalis 12 17 76°06'00"W 10°12'00"N 1234 12/5/1988

2 Tursiops truncatus 3 3 77° 25'12"W 9°03'36"N 1241 15/5/1988

3 Stenella longirostris 30 40 77° 25'12"W 8°56'02"N 548 15/5/1988

R /V  Malpelo: 1607.20km

4 Stenella attenuata 300 400 79°12'00"W 15°25'30"N 2283 6/8/1990

5 Pseudorca crassidens 3 4 80°30'00"W 14°12'00"N 798 7/8/1990

6 Tursiops truncatus 35 40 40°81'00"W 14°52'00"N 436 9/8/1990

7 Physeter macrocephal i is 10 10 81°42'00"W 12°39'00"N 441 11/8/1990

R /V  Odyssey: 462.39km

8 Physeter macrocephal i is 8 8 77°30'00"W 9°30'00"N 1578 27/4/1994

9 Tursiops truncatus 2 2 75°45'00"W 10°18'26"N 161 28/4/1994

R /V  Malpelo: 318.47km (effective effort)

10 Stenella frontalis 10 20 74°17T4" 12°00'14" 2162 11/8/2008

11 Unidentified dolphin 7 11 73°24'21" 14°40'15" 2208 12/8/2008

12 Tursiops truncatus 4 6 75°37'32" 10°24'13" 96 15/8/2008

13 Unidentified dolphin 1 1 73°38'16" 13°50'33" 4002 23/8/2008

14 Tursiops truncatus 45 50 75°32'46" 10°59'12" 1029 25/8/2008

(*) Sighting numbers correspond to those inside circles in Figure 1.
(**) Source: SRTM30_PLUS global topography v.6.0, [Available from <h ttp ://topex .ucsd .edu / >.
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been recorded mainly in summer, in groups ranging from 
1 to 35 animals and in waters ranging in depth from  974 
to 1091m 0efferson, 1996; M ullin et a l, 2004).
A m edium -sized group (12-17 individuals) of Atlantic 
spotted dolphins w as sighted near Cartagena during the 
Siben cruise in  M ay 1988. The group occurred over a 
narrow  slope in  1234m w aters (Figure le). A similarly 
sized group w as sighted aboard R /V  Malpelo in A ugust 
2008, to the north  of Santa M arta, over the continental 
slope at a depth  of 2162m (Table 1, Figure lb). This is 
one of the m ost frequently seen species in the Caribbean 
Sea (Perrin, 2002), inhabiting shallow coastal w aters and 
the vicinity of oceanic islands (e.g. Jefferson and  Lynn, 
1994). It is also common throughout the continental coast 
of Colombia, often found in groups of 1-30 individuals 
(Pardo and  Palacios, 2006).
A la rg e  g ro u p  (300-400 a n im a ls )  of p a n tro p ic a !  
sp o tte d  d o lp h in s  w as s ig h te d  d u r in g  th e  M alpelo  
cruise in  A ugust 1990 in  oceanic w aters  of the w estern  
C a r ib b e a n , w i th in  th e  C o lo m b ia -Ja m a ic a  Jo in t  
Regime. The d ep th  of this s igh ting  (2283m) w as the 
greatest am ong all sigh tings collected d u rin g  the four 
cruises (Table 1, F igure 1), an d  the size of this g roup  
is am ong the largest for the C aribbean Sea, since the 
a v e ra g e  is a ro u n d  34.8 in d iv id u a ls  (M ig n u cc i- 
G iannoni et al., 2003). A lthough  there  are  only four 
p rev io u s reco rds of the  species fo r the  C olom bian  
C arib b ean  (V idal, 1990; Jefferson  an d  L ynn, 1994; 
P ardo  and  Palacios, 2006), it has been  repo rted  bo th  
in  the  eastern  an d  w estern  C aribbean (Jefferson and  
L ynn, 1994). In  coasta l w a te rs  off V en ezu e la  an d  
C o lo m b ia  th e  g ro u p s  a re  sm all (2-3 in d iv id u a ls )

(Romero et al., 2001; P ardo  and  Palacios, 2006).
The com m on bottlenose dolphin w as sighted during  all 
four cruises in  small- to m edium -sized groups of 2-50 
an im a ls . L o ca tio n s in c lu d e d : n e a r  C a rta g e n a , in  
Panam anian w aters near the Colombian border, north 
of th e  San A n d ré s , P ro v id e n c ia  a n d  th e  C ays 
Archipelago, and  off the central Colombian coast. The 
sightings occurred in depths ranging betw een 161 and 
1241m (Table 1, Figure 1). This species is com m only 
reported  along the Colombian coast in  groups of 2-20 
individuals (Vidal, 1990; Flórez-González and  Capella- 
A lz u e ta , 1995; P a rd o  a n d  P a lac io s , 2006), a n d  
throughout the Caribbean Sea (Grigg and  M arkowitz, 
1997; Kerr et al., 2005; Romero et al., 2001). Off the central 
coast of Venezuela groups average 14.7 and  range from  
4-30 individuals (Bolaños-Jiménez et al., 200713).
This note docum ents some of the earliest (as well as more 
recent) efforts to conduct m arine m am m al research in 
the Colom bian Caribbean, a region that has not received 
m uch a tten tio n  from  the scientific com m unity . The 
cruises presented here w ere exploratory in  nature and 
w ere not designed as surveys for estim ating abundance. 
E xcep t fo r th e  M alpelo  c ru ise  in  2008, im p o r ta n t  
inform ation such as the tim e of start and  end  of the 
o b se rv a tio n  p e r io d s , th e  sea s ta te  a n d  w e a th e r  
co n d itio n s , a n d  th e  seg m en ts  of track  co v ered  at 
nighttim e w as not recorded or is missing. Nevertheless, 
the sighting data collected during the cruises has proved 
to be valuable for docum enting species occurrence in 
the w estern and southw estern portions of the Caribbean, 
w here m inim al or no inform ation is available (W ard et 
al., 2001). Further, these cruises have provided invaluable

Figure 2. Photographs of a sperm whale sighting taken during the Odyssey cruise in 1994. (a) The distinctive fluke of one of the 
individuals in the group (NAMSC catalog number WCI-1994-376-15). (b) An adult-calf pair.

13 Bolaños-Jiménez, }., Villarroel-Marin, A., Parsons, E.C.M., and Rose, N.A. (2007) Origin and development of whalewatching in the 
state of Aragua, Venezuela: Laying the groundwork for sustainability. Page 16-27 in Proceedings, 5th International Coastal & Marine 
Tourism Congress, 11-15 September 2007, Auckland, New Zealand.
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opportunities for national capacity building. In recent 
years DIMAR has become interested in incorporating a 
m arine m am m al com ponent in its cruises: since 2004 it 
has regularly invited m arine m am m al observers on its 
biannual cruises in Pacific waters of Colombia (Herrera- 
Carmona, 2009; Palacios et al., subm itted), and efforts 
to im plem ent standardized data collection protocols on 
its C arib b ean  c ru ises a re  u n d e rw a y . T hus, fu tu re  
su rveys w ill p ro v id e  the necessary  in fo rm ation  for 
a b u n d a n c e  e s tim a tio n , p o p u la t io n  s tru c tu re  an d  
m anagem ent actions, all of w hich have been identified 
as research  p rio ritie s  a t the  n a tio n a l level (Flórez- 
González and  Capella-Alzueta, 1995), as well as in the 
Action Plan for the Conservation of M arine M ammals 
in  the W ider Caribbean Region (UNEP, 2008).
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