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ABSTRACT

While large scale surveys would provide more accurate data on distribution and abundance, the pooling of
opportunistic sightings data from a multitude of projects provides a relatively economical way of achieving
a large data set over a multinational area such as the Caribbean Sea. Here, we provide details of the
opportunistic small cetacean sightings made in the national waters of the Commonwealth of Dominica
during two field seasons of research focused on sperm whale social behaviour, in the hopes that it can be
used as a small part of a growing body of data from around the Caribbean. A total of 84 small cetacean
sightings over the 74 days of effort off the coast of Dominica included the following species: Atlantic
spotted dolphin (Stenella frontalis), pantropical spotted dolphin (Stenella attenuata), Fraser’s dolphin
(Lagenodelphis hosei), rough-toothed dolphin (Steno bredanensis), striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba),
common bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus), short-finned pilot whale (Globicephala macrorhynchus),
melon-headed whale (Peponocephala electra), pygmy Kkiller whale (Feresa attenuata), and Cuvier’s
beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris). It is important that all research activity in the Caribbean report their
opportunistic sightings of small cetaceans; so that a better overall picture can be produced through a
synthesis of these sparse data sets. The establishment of a collaborative searchable database for the
Caribbean region is recommended.

INTRODUCTION

At least 26 cetacean species have been listed as members of the fauna of the Caribbean Sea
(Debrot and Barros, 1994; Debrot et al., 1998; Mignucci-Giannoni, 1998). Much of our knowledge of the
presence, distribution, and abundance of these animals stems from strandings, opportunistic sightings
during research with other goals, commercial/military vessels with observers on board, or from catches
from directed fisheries (Erdman, 1970; Caldwell et al., 1971; Erdman et al., 1973; Caldwell and Caldwell,
1975; van Bree, 1975; Caldwell et al., 1976; Taruski and Winn, 1976; Watkins and Moore, 1982; Watkins
et al., 1997; Cardona-Maldonado and Mignucci-Giannoni, 1999; Rosario-delestre et al., 1999). Most of
these studies focused on a single species or family, or within a particular island’s or country’s waters.
Although, in more recent years, some inter-island survey data has become available (Jefferson and Lynn,
1994; Roden and Mullin, 2000; Mignucci-Giannoni ef al., 2003; Swartz et al., 2003). Compared to the Gulf
of Mexico, relatively less work has been completed in the Caribbean Sea. As such, the cetacean inhabitants
of the Caribbean Sea remain understudied and poorly known.

While large scale surveys provide more accurate data on distribution and abundance, the pooling
of opportunistic sightings data from a multitude of projects provides a relatively economical way of
achieving a large data set over a multinational area such as the Caribbean Sea. Here, we provide details of
the opportunistic small cetacean sightings made in the national waters of the Commonwealth of Dominica
during two field seasons of research focused on sperm whale social behaviour, in the hopes that it can be
used as a small part of a growing body of data from around the Caribbean.

METHODS

The data presented here was collected opportunistically over two separate field seasons completed
off the leeward shore of the Commonwealth of Dominica in an area that covered approximately 2000km’
along the entire west coast of the island, in waters sheltered from trade winds. In the first (January 14 —
April 12, 2005; 58 days effort; Figure 1), sightings were collected opportunistically from a small (10-12m)
auxiliary sailing vessel whose primary goal was to locate and follow groups of sperm whales. During
daylight hours animals were spotted by observers on deck, often from a crow’s nest located at
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approximately 9 meters above sea level; while overnight there was only one person on deck whose primary
goal was to maintain acoustic contact with the sperm whales. The second, and shorter field season (January
17 — February 11, 2006; 18 days effort), was completed from onboard a motorized catamaran operated as a
local whale watch out of the Anchorage Hotel and Dive Centre (Andrew Armour, owner and operator,
andarmour@hotmail.com). During the 2006 field season, we were limited to observations made during 2-4
hour whale watch excursions. Whale watch effort was biased towards the southern half of the island by the
nature of leaving from the hotel located a few miles south of Roseau, the capital city located at the southern
end of the island.

The date, species, as well as, minimum (maximum number of individuals seen at the surface at the
same time), best (estimate of most likely group size) and maximum (highest estimate of likely group size)
group size estimates were recorded for each opportunistic encounter with small cetaceans. GPS location
and wind speed on the Beaufort scale was also recorded when available. GPS position or wind speed was
often not available during the 2006 season as one of the whale watch vessels was not equipped with a GPS
unit or an anemometer.

RESULTS

A total of 84 small cetacean sightings of 10 different species over the 74 days of effort off the
coast of Dominica spread over two years are presented in Table 1.

Atlantic Spotted Dolphin, Stenella frontalis: Sighted only once, these animals approached the boat to ride
the bow wave for a few minutes in the early morning before leaving sight.

Pantropical Spotted Dolphins, Stenella attenuata: By far the most sighted species (29 sightings on 24
days), these animals were seen in small and large groups (4 to 150 individuals) often several times a day. A
mix of mature animals, juveniles, and mother-calf pairs were observed throughout the days of effort.

Fraser’s Dolphins, Lagenodelphis hosei: Fraser’s Dolphins were the second most commonly sighted
species of dolphin (7 sightings). Often seen in groups of 20 animals or more, these animals were observed
alone or in mixed groups with pantropical spotted dolphins on two occasions (sighting #35 and #36), mixed
with short-finned pilot whales on one (sighting #32), and mixing with sperm whales at the surface (sighting
#34).

Rough-Toothed Dolphin, Steno bredanensis: Observed only once for 30 minutes these 15 to 25 animals
rode the bow of the boat, rubbed each other and rolled at the surface, perhaps while socializing.

Striped Dolphin, Stenella coeruleoalba: This group of 20 to 70 animals approached the boat while leaping
to ride the bow. This species was sighted only once.

Common Bottlenose Dolphin, Tursiops truncatus: Observed 4 times, small groups of this species
commonly rode the bow wake of the vessel. Sighting #43 was made 0.5 nautical miles off of Pointe
Michele, a small village located just south of Roseau.

Short-Finned Pilot Whale, Globicephala macrorhynchus: Three groups of pilot whales were observed
off the coast of Dominica. On one occasion (sighting #72, 0.5 nautical miles south-west of Scott’s Head,
the southern tip of the island) they were observed in proximity to a mother-calf pair of sperm whales.

Melon-headed Whales, Peponocephala electra: This species was identified 6 times. In all cases, the
animals were swimming quite quickly, making very short surfacings. Mother-calf pairs were observed on at
least one occasion, but animals of various sizes were included in all sightings. On two occasions (sighting
#80 and #81) we were unable to conclusively distinguish between pygmy killer whales and melon-headed
whales. Melon-headed whales and pygmy killer whales overlap in range, and are approximately the same
size, but can be distinguished from the false killer whale (Pseudorca crassidens) by being half the size
(Reeves et al., 2002). For these sightings (#73 — 78), we used the prominent, erect dorsal fin; the triangular
narrowed head of the melon-headed whale to make the identification (Reeves et al., 2002).
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Pygmy Killer Whales, Feresa attenuata: Only identified once. This group of 6-12 individuals was
observed approximately 1.5 nautical miles directly off of Woodbridge Bay, just north of the capital city of

1

Roseau. They were observed in close proximity to a group of 4 sperm whales (4 adults and 1 calf). On two

occasions (sighting #80 and #81) we were unable to conclusively distinguish the identification between
pygmy killer whales and melon-headed whales. For this sighting, we used the rounded head as opposed to
the triangular narrowed head of the melon-headed whale to make the identification, as well as, the well-

defined dorsal cape and the fact that they are considerable less active and animated than most other oceanic

dolphins (Reeves et al., 2002).

Unidentified Dolphin: Of the 25 unidentified sightings, only one was noted with a probable species
(Fraser’s dolphins, sighting #50). Many of the others were either animals briefly seen at a distance or
groups of animals seen at a few hundred meters while focused research was being completed on sperm
whales.

Cuvier’s Beaked Whale, Ziphius cavirostris: 1dentified only once, this group of three animals (1 mature
male, 1 female, and 1 juvenile) surfaced 50 meters from the vessel and surfaced several times before
disappearing.

Unidentified Beaked Whales: Beaked whales were seen on two other occasions, but species
identifications could not be made. Sighting #84 was made 2 nautical miles off of the village of Salisbury,

located a few miles south of the major northerly city of Portsmouth.

Table 1 — Details of small cetacean sightings off the leeward shore of the Commonwealth of Dominica
during the 74 days of effort during the 2005 and 2006 field seasons. NA — not available.

Group Size Position
Sighting Latitude Longitude
Number Date Minimum Best Maximum (North) (West) Beaufort
Atlantic Spotted Dolphin (Stenella frontalis)
1 15-Jan-05 20 100 250 15.28 61.46 4
Pantropical Spotted Dolphin (Stenella attenuata)
2 26-Jan-05 8 10 15 15.34 61.44 2
3 26-Jan-05 4 4 NA NA 1
4 2-Feb-05 20 30 40 15.22 61.40 2
5 8-Feb-05 50 100 150 15.34 61.45 3
6 8-Feb-05 20 30 40 15.23 61.40 0
7 12-Feb-05 4 8 10 15.23 61.49 0
8 16-Feb-05 20 30 50 15.28 61.44 3
9  24-Feb-05 150 200 250 15.28 61.49 1
10 25-Feb-05 15 20 25 15.26 61.42 4
11 3-Mar-05 6 10 12 15.43 61.51 2
12 10-Mar-05 5 10 15 14.77 61.31 0
13 27-Mar-05 6 18 15.26 61.43 2
14 3-Apr-05 6 10 12 15.37 61.46 2
15 3-Apr-05 20 30 40 15.55 61.51 2
16 3-Apr-05 3 3 15.47 61.57 2
17 4-Apr-05 40 60 80 15.48 61.50 2
18 8-Apr-05 10 15 20 15.50 61.52 2
19 17-Jan-06 20 NA NA 2
20 18-Jan-06 5 10 15 15.26 61.41 2
21 21-Jan-06 50 75 100 NA NA 3
22 23-Jan-06 75 100 125 NA NA 3
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Table 1 — Details of small cetacean sightings off the leeward shore of the Commonwealth of Dominica during the

74 days of effort during the 2005 and 2006 field seasons continued from previous page. NA — not available.
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Table 1 — Details of small cetacean sightings off the leeward shore of the Commonwealth of Dominica during the

74 days of effort during the 2005 and 2006 field seasons continued from previous page. NA — not available.

65  10-Mar-05 10 10 14.70 61.27 1
66  26-Mar-05 2 15.27 61.45 4
67 4-Apr-05 2 2 15.29 61.52 4
68 6-Apr-05 6 8 12 15.27 61.41 2
69 11-Apr-05 1 1 15.61 61.61 2
Short-finned Pilot Whale (Globicephala macrorhychus)
70 27-Jan-05 NA NA NA 15.35 61.46 3
71  22-Mar-05 20 15.37 61.52 3
72 1-Feb-06 40 50 100 NA NA NA
Melon-headed Whale (Peponocephala electra)
73 2-Mar-05 20 15.36 61.50 3
74 2-Mar-05 NA NA NA 15.36 61.49 2
75 3-Mar-05 2 12 15.44 61.52 2
76 4-Mar-05 10 20 30 15.25 61.44 1
77 9-Apr-05 5 5 15.27 61.46 4
78 9-Apr-05 4 4 15.46 61.51 4
Pygmy Killer Whale (Feresa attenuata)
79 9-Feb-06 6 10 12 NA NA NA
Melon-Headed Whale or Pygmy Killer Whale (unidentified)
80 20-Jan-05 8 10 15 15.33 61.49 1
81 27-Feb-05 1 1 15.31 61.48 2
Cuvier’s Beaked Whale (Ziphius cavirostris)
82 6-Apr-05 3 3 3 15.26 61.46 0
Unidentified Beaked Whale
83 20-Jan-05 1 1 1 15.32 61.49 1
84 4-Feb-06 2 2 2 NA NA 3
CONCLUSIONS

Most of the sightings were made within the lee of the island and under good conditions (Bft 0-3).
However, the directed research being accomplished on sperm whales during the 2005 season most likely
affected the ability to sight other cetacean species in the surrounding area. This is evident in the fact that
even large groups of delphinids went unidentified even in very calm conditions as priority was given to the
ongoing research. During the 2006 season, aboard the whale watch vessel, sighting effort was more
consistent and all species were approached for observation. Unfortunately, due to a lack of equipment, only
positions relative to shore could be collected.

It is clear that the Caribbean is a species rich and diverse area. To improve estimates of abundance
and distribution for small cetacean species, future research should focus on inter- and intra-island surveys.
Meanwhile, it is important that all research activity in this area report their opportunistic sightings; so that a
better overall picture can be produced through a synthesis of these sparse data sets. The establishment of a
collaborative searchable database for the Caribbean region, similar to other regional Ocean Biogeographic
Information System nodes like OBIS-Canada curated by the Centre for Marine Biodiversity and the
Bedford Institute of Oceanography, would facilitate the gathering and sharing of small opportunistic data
sets. OBIS is a project of the Census for Marine Life. There is currently no regional OBIS node for the
Caribbean region, but the means and documentation are available online for a Caribbean based group to
develop a regional OBIS node (OBIS, 2006).
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Figure 1 — GIS map of research sailing vessel during the 2005 field season



