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E X E C U T I V E S U M M A R Y

Marine mammals hold a unique place in the collective 
pysche and economies of the Wider Caribbean 
Region (WCR). As a breeding and calving ground 
for some whale species, the warm waters of the 
Caribbean see the perennial return or residency of 
a diversity of majestic marine mammal species that 
serve as a boost for tourism and source of inspiration 
for some, or a valuable natural resource to be 
consumed or utilized by others.

Many of the marine mammal species within the 
WCR are highly migratory, and are therefore a shared 
natural heritage among all Specially Protected Areas 
and Wildlife (SPAW) Contracting Parties. All marine 
mammal species are technically protected under the 
SPAW Protocol. The drafters of the SPAW Marine 
Mammal Action Plan (MMAP) recognized the aesthetic, 
cultural and economic value of these species when 
they drafted the foundations of the Action Plan in 2005. 
Subsequently adopted by Parties in 2008, the plan was 
meant to guide and inspire national species recovery 
plans and regional cooperation to protect marine 
mammals and their habitat in the WCR. 

All marine mammal species are currently listed on 
Annex II of the SPAW Protocol.1 Listing on Annex 
II requires the total protection of these species, 

including from all activities listed in Articles 11(1)(b) of 
the Protocol.2

After more than a decade of MMAP-related 
programmatic work under the SPAW Protocol, this 
report compiles and reviews the status of major 
threats to marine mammals of the region, and aims 
to assess progress by countries towards achieving 
implementation of the MMAP since its adoption 
in 2008. A qualitative and quantitative assessment 
by country was conducted primarily to guide future 
action for continuing efforts towards the conservation 
and sound management of marine mammals in the 
Region. The assessments focused on the 11 primary 
categories of issues and threat indicators, including: 
fisheries interactions; habitat degradation and coastal 
development; pollution and marine mammal health; 
protected areas and other management regimes; 
research; whale watch and associated activities; marine 
mammal strandings; marine mammals in captivity; 
acoustic disturbance and underwater noise; vessel 
strikes; and climate change. A regional threats analysis 
and a summary review of the work of the SPAW 
Programme in support of MMAP implementation was 
also completed.

Through person-to-person interviews, surveys, and 
consolidation of current literature and available data, 



the resulting assessments are neither intended to be 
punitive nor meant to compare country responses or 
initiatives, but rather highlight areas in need of attention 
and collaboration. As such, an evaluation of the efficacy 
of protective measures, programmes, and iniatives was 
beyond the scope of this report. 

To further this aim, a series of recommendations 
stemming from this technical review are offered, 
providing a blueprint for future action. These 
recommendations are presented and organized under 
each of 11 categorical threats as identified within the 
original MMAP. Highlights from the report’s regional 
threats analysis served to guide final recommendations 
for the Region, with the hope that tangible actions 
can be prioritised and resources mobilized as interest 
and focused directives for conserving precious 
marine mammal resources are renewed through the 
distribution of this technical report.

Some of the report’s high-level recommendations 
include:

 Ƥ Establishment of a regional coordinative 
mechanism3 that will serve to coalesce and 
connect expertise, resources, and data to promote 
long-term capacity building for marine mammal 
conservation in the WCR;

 Ƥ Development of a model national Marine Mammal 
Action Plan that can guide SPAW Contracting 
Parties towards developing their own national 
strategy and frameworks for marine mammal 
conservation;

 Ƥ Enlistment of collaboration with the existing 
global bycatch mitigation initiatives, and 

enhancement of coordination with regional 
fisheries bodies to track and mitigate marine 
mammal bycatch;

 Ƥ Enhancement of joint programming among 
regional organisations for implementation of 
planning strategies to protect marine biodiversity 
and coastal ecosystems;

 Ƥ Establishment of sampling programmes for 
emerging contaminants (heavy metals, micro and 
nano-plastics and associated chemical residues) 
in fish, sargassum and marine mammal resources 
that are harvested for human consumption;

 Ƥ Development of marine protected area 
management plans that include marine mammals;

 Ƥ Enhancement of outreach and distribution of 
the SPAW regional marine mammal viewing 
guidelines;

 Ƥ Development of marine mammal research 
protocols for the WCR;

 Ƥ Creation of a centralized strandings database and 
reporting mechanism; 

 Ƥ Creation of national marine mammal inventories 
to track and manage the health and welfare of 
captive marine mammals;

 Ƥ Development of regional guidelines for seismic 
survey operations;

 Ƥ Identification and implementation of a centralized 
platform for reporting vessel strikes data;

 Ƥ Integration of marine mammal considerations 
into national climate change action plans and 
strategies.

D I S C L A I M E R

The views expressed in this report are the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views or 
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presentation of material and information in this report does not imply the expression of any opinion, 
endorsement or recommendations on the part of CEP or the UN Environment Programme.
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OV E RV I E W
In July 2005, a regional workshop of experts was 
convened to assist in the development of a Marine 
Mammal Action Plan (referred to hereafter as MMAP) 
for the Wider Caribbean under the auspices of 
the Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW) 
Protocol of the Cartagena Convention. The envisioned 
purpose of this Plan was to guide the development 
and implementation of marine mammal focused 
initiatives by SPAW Contracting Parties and to assist in 
the prioritization of marine mammal protection and the 
development of national recovery plans.

The global experts assembled for the workshop in 
2005 subsequently became an ad hoc marine mammal 
electronic working group that convened primarily over 
email. This expert group worked collaboratively with 
the SPAW Secretariat and the Regional Activity Center 
for SPAW (SPAW-RAC) in Guadeloupe to develop a 
draft marine mammal action plan that could serve as a 
roadmap for Contracting Parties to prioritize and focus 
marine mammal protection regionally and nationally. 
That ad hoc working group has since dissolved over 

time—not through directive or mandate, but rather 
through natural attrition and retirement or passing of 
members, competing priorities, and limited capacities 
within the CEP and RAC (the SPAW Programme) to 
coordinate such a working group.

Over the course of several years of review, this draft 
plan was revised in order to prioritize key elements 
of the larger action plan.4 This revised MMAP 
pragmatically focused on a subset of priority actions 
that was presented to the full Conference of the 
Parties (COP5) for endorsement in September 2008 
in St. John’s, Antigua and Barbuda as the Action Plan 
for the Conservation of Marine Mammals in the Wider 
Caribbean Region (MMAP).5 

Specifically, the MMAP aims to prioritize issues and 
threats to aid the development and implementation 
of national recovery plans through five areas of 
targeted action: 

1. increased scientific knowledge; 
2. enhanced public understanding; 

Figure 1. A pod of sperm whales rests in Haiti. Image courtesy of Malcom Wright. 
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3. implementation of protective measures; 
4. development of policy; and
5. improvements in law and its application. 

Within the framework of the adopted MMAP, these 
five target areas guide the recommendations that are 
represented within the original 11 primary categories of 
issues and threat indicators, including:

1. fisheries interactions; 
2. habitat degradation and coastal development; 
3. pollution and marine mammal health;
4. protected areas and other management regimes;
5. research;
6. whale watch and associated activities;
7. marine mammal strandings;
8. marine mammals in captivity;
9. acoustic disturbance and underwater noise;
10. vessel strikes; and
11. climate change.

Upon endorsement at the fifth Conference of the 
Parties (COP5) in 2008, the Contracting Parties also 
established priority actions to be implemented during 
the next biennium and subject to the availability of 
funding, including expansion of the existing electronic 
Marine Mammals Expert Group; organization of 
workshops to respond to marine mammal strandings; 
development of workshops on viewing marine 
mammals in the wild and best practices; prioritization 
of a workshop on pollutants and contaminants; 
and harmonization of reports regarding the capture 
and targeted take of marine mammals in fishing 
operations.6 Some of these activities have come to 
fruition, and others have not.

These and other activities were identified—and some 
of them implemented—over the course of the last 
decade since the adoption of the MMAP and under 
the SPAW Biennium Work Programme, subject to and 
facilitated by, funding by interested Contracting Parties 
and entities supportive of the Programme’s mission, 
including non-governmental organisations (NGOs).

O B J E C T I V E S
Reports provided by the SPAW Secretariat and from 
partners of the SPAW Programme have occurred 
periodically to update Contracting Parties on activities 
occurring under the auspices of the MMAP, but a 
comprehensive overview or assessment of overall 
implementation of the MMAP has not occurred since 
its inception and adoption in 2008.7 

Approximately 12 years since the adoption of the 
MMAP, the overall objective of this review is to 
assess current threats to marine mammals in the 
region, evaluate the progress of Parties towards 
achieving the objectives of the MMAP, and provide 
recommendations for enhanced regional cooperation.

The primary aims of this report include:

a. A country-by-country assessment of national 
capacities for marine mammal protection, 
including an assessment of the status of 
implementation of MMAP priorities, and the 
development of national marine mammal action 
plans (the primary objective of the original 
MMAP as adopted in 2008);

b. A synthesis of existing scientific and technical 
data on marine mammal populations in the WCR;

c. A gap analysis of regional data requirements 
relevant to marine mammal protection;

d. An evaluation of current and historical threats 
to marine mammals in the WCR within the 
framework of those original threats noted by the 
MMAP;

e. A roadmap for recommended actions and next 
steps for future implementation of the 2008 
MMAP.
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M E T H O D O LO G Y, F R A M E WO R K 
A N D AS S E S S M E N T

Data Collection
The recommendations and outcomes presented in 
this report are based on the collection, synthesis, and 
evaluation of a diverse array of data, not only pertaining 
to the 17 countries which are Contracting Parties to 
SPAW, but also including more broadly the entire WCR. 
Data points were collected from the following sources, 
including but not limited to:

 • Scientific and technical literature, including 
websites of relevance and other grey literature;

 • SPAW focal point interviews and/or questionnaires;

 Ƥ 12 SPAW Focal Point Interviews were successfully 
conducted out of 17 Contracting Parties (see 
Annex II);

 • Regional expert interviews and/or questionnaires;

 • Non-profit and other organisational interviews;

 • SPAW Programme National Capacities Report 
(2009);8

 • Data collected from CARI’MAM surveys on national 
legislation and whale-watching regulations;

 • UNEP/Spain LifeWeb Project “Broad-scale Marine 
Spatial Planning of Marine Mammal Corridors and 
Protected Areas in Wider Caribbean and Southeast 
& Northeast Pacific” data summaries; 

 • CEP reports and recommendations, including 
SPAW Programme meeting and other 
programmatic information documents;

 • Outputs from the UNDP/UNOPS Sustainable 
Management of Shared Living Marine Resources in 
the Caribbean and North Brazil Shelf Large Marine 
Ecosystems project (CMLE+), including State of the 
Convention Area Report (SOCAR) and State of the 
Marine Environment and Economies (SOMEE);

 • International Whaling Commission (IWC) reports 
and papers;

 • TransAtlantic Marine Protected Areas tracking tool 
responses; and 

 • Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) and the 
Convention of Migratory Species of Wild Animals 
(CMS) reports and papers.

Figure 2. Short-finned pilot whales (Globicephala macrorhynchus) in St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines. Image courtesty of Fundación Cethus.
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Framework
Formal interviews were scheduled with SPAW focal 
points, experts, and other collaborative organisations 
over the course of several months between the months 
of February 2020 to May 2020. A questionnaire was 
drafted in English, French and Spanish to guide these 
interviews to solicit information relating to country-
specific measures, regulations, and programmes 
pertaining to marine mammal protection. The 
questionnaire was drafted to incorporate categorical 
elements (threats), including actions and indicators 
(i.e., outputs) of progress noted in the 2008 prioritised 
MMAP, to provide a basis for comparative evaluation 
against original MMAP priorities and national effort. 

This questionnaire was meant to guide focal 
interviews, but did not limit the discussions to only 
those topics or questions outlined in the survey. 
Some focal points completed the questionnaire 
electronically, choosing to respond via email rather 
than a scheduled teleconference call.

Interviews were conducted via SKYPE or other 
teleconferencing tools. Interviews lasted on average 
between 30 minutes to 1.5 hours. The interviews 
also served as an opportunity to gain feedback 
from governments and experts relating to issues of 
importance to marine mammal management in the 
WCR, inform focal points of marine mammal resources 
and the MMAP, as well as to solicit recommendations 
regarding the future development and implementation 
of the MMAP and/or national action plans and needs. 
Some Contracting Parties provided feedback on draft 
country assessments that were sent to them for review 
to ensure author accuracy.

Assessment
MMAP EVALUATION TOOL
In an attempt to provide a visual tool to represent 
relative progress towards the implementation of the 
MMAP, a set of indicators was devised to establish 
a pool of criteria that could be used to qualitatively 
evaluate progress towards the primary goal of 
implementing MMAP objectives as presented in the 
original MMAP. Given the relative lack of consolidated 
or harmonized regional data, the challenges inherent 

to summarizing and evaluating trends and progress 
should be acknowledged and considered as a 
limitation of this study. Furthermore, assessment of the 
adequacy or effectiveness of measures, initiatives, or 
programmes reviewed was beyond the scope of this 
study. However, this review was able to identify gaps 
and general trends, and highlight recommendations to 
further marine mammal protection in the WCR.
In addition to the 11 primary categories of threat 
indicators identified in the MMAP, an additional 
two categories were included to create a pool of 13 
indicators or evaluative markers by which to assess 
progress towards implementation of MMAP objectives.

Indicators and definitions. These 13 indicators include: 

1. The 11 categorical issues (threat indicators) 
identified within the original SPAW MMAP;9 

2. The existence of national legislation relating to 
marine mammal conservation and/or welfare; 

3. The existence of marine mammal species-
specific recovery plans and/or a national marine 
mammal action plan (a primary objective of the 
SPAW MMAP) by a given country; 

Threat levels. Each threat category was assigned a color 
based on the relative level of intensity as defined below.

Threat levels were assigned a relative high ,  
medium , low  or unknown  designation based 
upon:

 • State of knowledge about a regional threat since 
the adoption of the MMAP in 2008; whether 
it may be increasing, decreasing or unknown/
unchanged;

 • Assessments available at a national level derived 
from all available data sources;

 • General scientific consensus for a more wide-
spread or impending threat (e.g., climate change).

 Unknown/Data Deficient: This designation is 
awarded if there is no country-specific information or 
data available, regarding the occurrence or a record of 
a particular threat affecting marine mammals [at the 
individual or population levels];
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 Low threat: A low threat is awarded if the threat 
in question has been recognized or identified, and 
its magnitude is relatively low, e.g. sporadically or 
infrequently reported or documented [through 
qualitative or quantitative data], and may or not cause 
injury, removal or mortality in relatively small numbers, 
and does not affect vital activities and critical habitats 
essential to the health or survival of marine mammals 
[at individual and population levels];

 Moderate threat: A moderate threat is awarded if the 
threat in question is sporadically or frequently reported 
or documented [through qualitative or quantitative 
data] and causes marine mammal injuries, removal or 
mortality which are relatively small and/or localized and 
do not appear to directly compromise marine mammal 
populations or significantly affect vital activities and 
critical habitats essential to their health and survival [at 
individual and population levels];

 High threat: A high threat is awarded if the threat 
in question is frequently reported or documented 
[through qualitative or quantitative data] and causes 
marine mammal injuries, removal or mortality which 
are relatively high and/or wide-spread in scope and 
have a high likelihood to compromise marine mammal 
populations [directly or indirectly] or significantly affect 
vital activities and critical habitats essential to their 
health and survival [at individual and population levels]. 

**Note: In some instances, a high level was awarded 
region-wide (e.g., climate change) in the absence of 
country-level data as a result of the preponderance 
of general or regional scientific data or consensus 
supporting a precautionary approach.

Country response levels. A similar color scheme was 
utilized to represent a country’s response to that threat. 

Country responses were assigned a relative high ,  
medium , low  or unknown  designation based 
upon:

 • A country’s state of knowledge and 
preparedness about a regional threat since the 
adoption of the MMAP in 2008; 

 • A country’s response at a national level derived 
from all available data sources relating to 
initiatives, plans, programmes, intentions, or 
actions designed to address that threat;

**Note: Country responses were not judged based 
on whether a country should have measures in place 
based in the relative presence or absence of specific 
threats, but rather the degree to which the threat—if 
present—is being addressed.

 Unknown/Data Deficient: This designation is 
awarded if there is no information available regarding 
a country’s response to a threat, or the status of a 
country’s response is unknown or unchanged.

 Low country response: A low response is awarded 
if a country has not recognised or identified the threat 
in question, and has no programmes or initiatives to 
address the threat;

 Moderate country response: A moderate response 
is awarded if a country recognises the threat, and is 
addressing the threat through documented dialogues, 
workshops or other initiatives, or has developed a 
specific programme or collaborative effort in response 
to the threat;

 High country response: A high response is awarded 
if a country has developed and implemented a 
documented policy, strategic and/or programmatic 
response to the threat, has allocated budgetary or staff 
resources to address the threat, or has taken substantive 
measures to mitigate or eliminate the threat.

The table on the following page provides additional 
details specific to each indicator.
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T H R E AT I N D I CATO R D E S C R I P T I O N
Designation of [LOW], [MODERATE] AND [HIGH] country response levels 

National legislation 
[Yes or No]

The national legislation indicator is designated a ‘Yes’ if a country has enacted national 
legislation, such as a law, decree or act, that is solely dedicated to the conservation, 
protection, and management of marine mammals. Regulations refer to the process of 
implementing, monitoring and enforcing such legislation. General overarching environmental, 
fisheries, or biodiversity legislation, even if these included provisions pertaining to marine 
mammals, while noteworthy, were not considered as a country having dedicated national 
legislation focused on marine mammal conservation, and was assigned a ‘No’ during the 
evaluation process. However, while a ‘No’ might be assigned in the absence of dedicated 
marine mammal protection legislation, efforts to integrate ecosystem-based policies relating 
to marine mammals in fisheries or other ocean resource legislation were acknowledged and 
reflected in a country’s response level summaries.

Species specific 
recovery or 
management plans
[Yes or No]

Species recovery and management plans are strategic tools and dynamic documents that 
can be modified over time, identifying and prioritizing threats and actions, and including 
information about the status of marine mammals. They are usually constructed through a 
participatory multi-stakeholder process and may go hand-in-hand with the implementation 
of legislation. If a country has prepared and adopted such plans for a specific species, or at 
the national level for all marine mammal species (national marine mammal action plan), then a 
‘Yes’ was assigned. Otherwise a ‘No’ was assigned.

Fisheries interactions [Low/Red] Indicates there is little country effort to document or acknowledge bycatch, 
entanglement of marine mammals, or directed take in fishing operations, irrespective of 
fishing gear type; [Moderate/Yellow] indicates bycatch and fisheries interactions are being 
sporadically monitored and reported or programmatically addressed; or [High/Green] indicates 
continuously monitored, reported and mitigation measures implemented; [Unknown/Gray] If 
no information or data is available regarding country programmes or response.

Habitat degradation and 
coastal development

[Low/Red] Indicates that coastal developments are unplanned, undocumented, conducted by 
landowners or commercial entities without an environmental review process and resulting in 
significant degradation; [Moderate/Yellow] Indicates coastal developments have undergone 
some environmental review or concluded with moderate degradation or loss of critical 
marine mammal habitat; and a national process (e.g. integrated coastal zone management) 
to consider the environmental costs and impacts of planning and development is in 
place; [High/Green] indicates thoroughly planned, documented, in progress or concluded 
developments with minimal degradation or loss of critical coastal and marine habitats with 
full environmental review (e.g. Environment Impact Assessment-EIA or Environment Impact 
Statement-EIS) process in place addressing or including infrastructure expansion and 
urbanization, land-based and marine-based tourism, fishing and harvesting of living resources, 
mining, fossil fuel exploration and development, waste disposal, shipping, and agriculture 
expansion. [Unknown/Gray] If no information or data available is available regarding country 
programmes or responses.

Pollution and marine 
mammal health

[Low/Red] Indicates the absence of programmes to address pollution and marine mammal 
health; [Moderate/Yellow] indicates plans or programmes in development to address 
the impacts of such pollutants and their sources; [High/Green] indicates documented 
implementation and programmatic response and mitigation efforts (e.g. continuous 
monitoring programmes) regarding land-based and marine-based pollutants that impact 
marine mammal health, including including excessive nutrient loads, solid waste, wastewater, 
oil pollution, marine debris, maritime traffic, persistant organic pollutants, mercury and 
other heavy metals; [Unknown/Gray] If no information or data is available regarding country 
programmes or response.
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Whale watch and 
associated activities

[Low/Red] Indicates the absence of any voluntary guidelines or best practices to regulate, 
monitor, and mitigate impacts from marine mammal viewing activities; [Moderate/Yellow] 
indicates existence or active development of voluntary guidelines, best practices, or similar 
measures; [High/Green] indicates the existence and monitoring of implementation of 
guidelines and/or regulations aimed at managing marine mammal viewing and associated 
activities (e.g., swimming, use of drones, etc.), including intensive, persistent, and unregulated 
vessel traffic associated with short and long-term impacts. [Unknown/Gray] If no information 
or data is available regarding country programmes or response. *Note: No assessment of 
effectiveness or compliance with regulations or guidelines was attempted.

Protected areas and 
other management 
regimes

[Low/Red] Indicates the absence of protected areas; [Moderate/Yellow] indicates existence of 
protected areas; [High/Green] indicates marine protected areas of relevance to marine mammal 
populations or protected areas created and managed primarily for the conservation of marine 
mammals, or with protected area management plans that include marine mammals. [Unknown/
Gray] If no information or data is available regarding country programmes or response. *Note: 
No assessment of the management effectiveness of such protected areas was attempted.

Research [Low/Red] Indicates the absence or occasional, short-term marine mammal research projects 
or programmes; [Moderate/Yellow] indicates the existence of sporadic research efforts or 
projects limited by capacity or funding; [High/Green] indicates prioritised, long-term national 
or collaborative marine mammal research programmes; [Unknown/Gray] If no information or 
data is available regarding country programmes or response.

Strandings [Low/Red] Indicates absence of organized stranding response or data collection from 
strandings; [Moderate/Yellow] indicates the existence of a stranding response which includes 
protocols for data collection and/or management of live strandings (through informal or formal 
network); [High/Green] indicates an organized stranding response network to assess mortality 
by strandings, including protocols and techniques for data collection and management of live 
strandings, an emergency response team, and a veterinary component; [Unknown/Gray] If no 
information or data is available regarding country programmes or response.

Captivity [Low/Red] Indicates the absence of regulations or guidelines pertaining to the acquisition, 
care and maintenance of marine mammals in captivity; [Moderate/Yellow] Indicates the 
existence of guidelines or policies governing the acquisition, care, and maintenance of 
marine mammals in captivity, including facility requirements and specifications; [High/Green] 
indicates the existence of legislation and/or regulations governing the above; [Unknown/Gray] 
No information or data is available regarding country programmes or response.

Acoustic disturbance [Low/Red] Indicates the absence of regulations, guidelines or programmes to address or 
mitigate acoustic disturbance in the marine environment; [Moderate/Yellow] indicates the 
existence of guidelines, best practices, or programmes to address acoustic disturbance; 
[High/Green] indicates the existence of regulations to mitigate or eliminate the levels, 
persistence, or intensity of acoustic disturbance associated with sonars, maritime/coastal 
vessel traffic, seismic, research activities, or development projects that affect marine mammal 
health and welfare. [Unknown/Gray] No information or data is available regarding country 
programmes or response.

Vessel strikes [Low/Red] Indicates the absence of regulations, guidelines, or programmes to address vessel 
strikes; [Moderate/Yellow] indicates the existence or active development of guidelines or best 
practices to mitigate or eliminate the occurrence of injury/mortality to marine mammals caused 
by collisions with vessels; [High/Green] indicates regulations and long-term programmes to 
mitigate or eliminate injury or mortality caused by collision with vessels; [Unknown/Gray] No 
information or data is available regarding country programmes or response.
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Climate change [Low/Red] Indicates the absence of national climate mitigation or monitoring measures or 
programmes; [Moderate/Yellow] indicates active planning, consultations, and other initiatives 
to develop mitigation strategies and measures; [High/Green] indicates national mitigation 
and monitoring measures, programmes, strategies, and national commitments to address 
effects of climate change. [Unknown/Gray] No information or data is available regarding 
country programmes or response. *Note: While many WCR countries have strong responses 
to climate change, the authors’ evaluation of climate change preparedness did not include 
whether marine mammal considerations were included because the authors found very few 
specific consideration for marine mammals in even the most comprehensive climate climate 
strategies. Responses such as GHG reduction commitments, fortification of coastlines and 
buffers (e.g. coral reef or mangrove protection), and monitoring of sea level rise are elements 
generally applicable to the marine environment, and by extension, marine mammals, their 
prey and vital habitats.
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Analysis. These markers enabled us to 
comprehensively define and assign the relative levels 
of intensity and level of response from a country 
pertaining to its initiatives, programmes, and actions 
relating to marine mammal protection within the 
context of the MMAP. 
 
Understanding it was beyond the scope of this report, 
and the role of the authors, to evaluate the adequacy 
or effectiveness of any marine mammal focused 
programmes, initiatives, or national legislation as 
identified by countries, a visual representation was 
produced utilizing the guidelines below, and assessing 
both quantitative and qualitative data available through 
all modes of data collection identified above. 

Given the nature of the visual tool to represent relative 
progress towards the implementation of the MMAP, 
differing amounts of information available for country 
assessments, and the varying levels of responses and 
reviews received from Contracting Parties regarding 
these assessments, the results of the present analysis 
may best serve as an evolving tool that can be used to 
update future country assessments and track progress.

The results from this analysis include a variety of 
color combinations along a spectrum of high to low 
response when mapped against various threat levels, 
as shown in the table to the right.

Interpretation. It should be noted that the authors 
refrained from making assumptions regarding threat 

T H R E AT ( I N T E N S I T Y) C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

Low Low

Moderate Moderate

High High

Unknown Unknown

levels where data were scarce. However, in the absence 
of local data, some reasonable assumptions based 
in a precautionary approach (e.g., where there is high 
vessel traffic, the threat of a ship strike is likely higher) 
were made, especially where regional data or scientific 
consensus around an issue supported an assumption 
of relative risk levels. 

Similarly, where country response was low, the authors 
could not necessarily make the assumption that the 
threat level was therefore higher (as a result of inaction). 
These correlations between country response and 
intensity of a threat level would be dependent not only 
on the availability of data to support such a correlation 
but other factors, such as political will, and financial 
and institutional capacity and are therefore beyond the 
scope of this report. 

Rather, the interpretation of these data is meant to 
focus and prioritize areas of high threat which may 
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necessitate a response under the MMAP and by 
individual countries. Understandably, a country may 
not have the capacity to actively address a threat, 
regardless of its perceived or actual intensity, thereby 
resulting in a low response designation. Similarly, 
a country might not be expected to preemptively 
respond to an indicator that is not currently a local 
threat, and would similarly receive a low response 
designation (e.g., if there are no captive marine 
mammal facilities or intention to pursue captive 
programmes, a country would not reasonably be 
expected to have captive marine mammal regulations 
as part of its legislation). Proactively addressing all 
of the threats identified in the original MMAP is a 
desirable goal of a national marine mammal action 
plan, but is not an expectation upon which the 
indicators were measured.

In addition, and perhaps most importantly, this review 
was not intended to single out insufficient country 
effort or response. Its purpose is to help to identify 
areas that could benefit from attention and focus, or 
perhaps a coordinated national response, consistent 
with the spirit and intent of the MMAP and the 
precautionary principle. 

As a result, the utility of this analysis will be 
prioritizing action around, in particular, assessments 
that suggest high intensity threats and low country 
responses, and high intensity threats and unknown 
country responses.

T H R E AT ( I N T E N S I T Y) C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

High Low

High Unknown

C O U N T R Y BY C O U N T R Y A N A LY S I S

A summary of the implementation of the SPAW MMAP 
by the current (17) Contracting Parties to the Protocol is 
presented in this section, with emphasis on status and 
major findings since the adoption of the SPAW MMAP 
in 2008. While recognising that several countries have 
both Caribbean and Pacific coasts and may be Parties 
to UN Environment Regional Seas Conventions in both 
regions, the country analyses focus on the Caribbean 
Sea.10 Given that all species of cetaceans and sirenians 
are included in the SPAW Protocol (Annex II) and 
the neotropical otter in Annex III,  the scope of the 
MMAP is not strictly limited to marine species, but 
also includes those that inhabit estuarine waters and 
beyond to the limits of freshwater and ecologically-
connected watersheds. 

The Bahamas

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation Yes

Bahamas Marine Mammal Protection Act (Bahamas MMPA);11 Bahamas Marine Mammal Protection Act (updated in 2010; into 
effect in 2006); mainly covers permitting requirements for captive facilities, scientific research, permit for operating a vessel, 
importing/exporting of a marine mammal; no regulations regarding acquisition from the wild or fisheries operations. Illegal to 
take, harass, hunt or kill any marine mammal.

Species specific recovery or management plans No

No species-specific management plans.



I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

Fisheries interactions

Bycatch data is scarce (one stranded whale in the last 12 years had evidence of entanglement); no directed hunts of marine 
mammals; Bahamas fisheries reviews12 do not include any references to marine mammals; long liners are banned in The 
Bahamas since 1993, but illegal foreign fishing occurs within country’s EEZ. Fisheries Act does not allow drift netting or trawling 
methods.13 Part VII (Marine Mammals) of the Fisheries Regulations prohibit fishing for, molesting, or interfering with a marine 
mammal. Marine mammals may be captured for scientific, educational or exhibition purposes.14 Overall fisheries interactions 
likely to be low given the nature and location of fisheries (commercial fishing methods primarily diving, lobster traps, and hand 
lines for target species of queen conch, lobster and reef fishes). Recreational fishing with mobile lines potentially a larger threat.15

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Cruise ship and commercial shipping traffic; underregulated tourism; over-fishing; coastal development; oil exploration; 
Lighthouse point and expansive coastal areas have been approved for development by cruise companies more recently.16 
Specifically in Bimini, cruise ships are intermittent, generally anchoring just west of the channel between North and South 
Bimini. New cruise ship pier (Resorts World Bimini) is meant to accommodate new Virgin Voyages ship, followed by other 
ships. South of Bimini, “Ocean Cay” has recently been developed as private island for MSC ships. National integrated coastal 
zone management (ICZM) policy framework in place but implementation is weak. Increasing motorized water sport activity in 
coastal waters giving rise to more potential interactions with marine mammals.17

Pollution and marine mammal health

Cruise ship and commercial shipping traffic; licenses issued to Bahamas Petroleum Company (BPC) in October 2019; initiated 
drilling for oil in March 2020;18 There are considerable oil storage and transshipment facilities, most notably the Bahamas Oil 
Refining Company International (BORCO) facility in Grand Bahama, the largest in the Caribbean region, and global in scale.19 
Freeport Container Port on Grand Bahama largest commercial transshipment facility in the region.20 Toxic algal blooms not 
known to be present; Petroleum legislation modernized and updated;21 sewage and waste water dumped directly into ocean 
without treatment. National oil spill contingency plan in place since 1998 but no implemention.22 Solid waste disposal consists 
of open pit burning in “landfills”, including hazardous materials.

Whale watch and associated activities

Bahamas MMPA regulations require a licence/permit for operators to engage in observation or interaction with wild marine 
mammals (Form 9, regulation 6(1), Chapter 244A), but compliance is very low;23 no documentation of harassment of cetaceans 
in the wild which likely represent low levels of monitoring; total number of operators unknown; two operators on Bimini agree 
to a voluntary code of conduct for swim-with-dolphins programmes.24

Protected areas and other management regimes

Minister of Environment announced new marine protected areas in 2015;25 joined Caribbean Challenge Initiative in 2008 and 
committed to protecting at least 20% of marine environment by 2020; extension of MPA system of Bahamas with a target of 
2.5M hectares, including increase in budget for Bahamas National Trust;26 no management plans for MPAs; currently no marine 
mammal focus but new proposed MPAs under review include some areas of preferred habitat for marine mammals; MPAs 
include Central Andros National Park, Little Inagua National Park, Moriah Harbour Cay National Park (Great Exuma).27

Research

Existence of long-term research; collaboration with U.S. researchers; BMMRO, Wild Dolphin Project, Dolphin Communication 
Project.
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I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

Strandings

High threat from naval base on Andros Island,28 and seismic/oil development. The Bahamas Marine Mammal Research 
Organization (BMMRO) runs the stranding network (Charlotte Dunn, Diane Claridge). Collects some contaminants data from 
stranded animals. Reports from BMMRO reveal that between 2008 and 2020, at least 61 marine mammals stranded either alive, 
or dead in Bahamian waters. Of these, all but two were cetaceans.29 Of those stranded, only one Bryde’s whale showed direct 
evidence of entanglement in fishing gear, while moderate or advanced decomposition prevented the definitive evidence of 
human interaction with the other carcasses that were retrieved. Of the 12 individuals that stranded alive, six were rescued and 
refloated or rehabbed and/or released.30 In mid-March 2000, a multi-species stranding of 17 cetaceans (four species included 
Cuvier’s beaked whales, Blainville’s beaked whales, minke whales and a spotted dolphin) was discovered in the Northwest 
Providence Channels of the Bahamas Islands. Based upon necropsies, it was determined that these strandings occurred as 
a result of acoustic impulse trauma produced by mid-range frequency sonars deployed by U.S Navy ships during training 
exercises.31 Other mass stranding events in the Caribbean region have coincided with naval operations, including seven 
separate beaked whale mass strandings between 1991 and 2000 in the regions of the Caribbean in which the U.S. Navy has 
conducted training, including Puerto Rico, Jamaica, U.S. Virgin Islands, and the Bahamas.32 Although no mass strandings events 
in the Caribbean have been linked to naval sonar activity since the 2000 stranding event in the Bahamas, researchers have 
concluded that there is a significantly higher stranding rate during periods of naval sonar activity for the Caribbean region.33

Captivity

License/permit required to operate a captive marine mammal facility (Form 11) regulation 7(1), Chapter 244A; Regulations 
governing captive care and maintenance of marine mammals implemented (Section 18 of Bahamas MMPA); 4 facilities 
operating with over 81 individual dolphins.

Acoustic disturbance

Oil and gas exploration—Bahamas actively seeking oil and signed first agreements with Seadrill;34 Testing and exploration 
for oil drilling underway; first wells were set to be drilled in April 2020 but were stalled because of Covid-19; Seismic testing 
between Cuba and western Bahamas; cruise ship and commercial shipping traffic in NW Providence Channel, an international 
shipping lane; construction of cruise ship terminal in Bimini in 201635 and other coastal dredging and development projects. 
Multi-ship antiwarfare submarine exercises are conducted at Atlantic Undersea Test and Evaluation Center (AUTEC) twice 
a year. Any mitigation at AUTEC is “voluntary” on the Navy’s part and not mandated by the Bahamian government. Because 
AUTEC is outside the U.S., they are not required to do monitoring of impacts on local populations. No resources from the 
Bahamian government to fund any monitoring efforts. U.S. Navy has recently agreed to fund monitoring work at AUTEC 
which is a step towards regulating activities in the future. Seismic guidelines in place under the 2007 Petroleum Resources 
Management System (SPE-PRMS).36

Vessel strikes

Oil and gas exploration; cruise ship and commercial shipping traffic; under-regulated tourism; increasing smaller, fast private 
vessel traffic as well; data on numbers of vessel collisions with marine mammals unknown/unreported with the exception of 
manatees which are regularly hit by boat propellers. The Bahamas region is crossed by many international shipping lanes, the 
Old Bahama Channel alone carrying three million barrels (over 120 million gallons) a day, which is only likely to increase with 
the expansion of the Panama Canal (completed in 2016) and with access to the deep-water port at Grand Bahama. Regular 
inter-island transport carries fuel through narrow, shallow seaways. There is considerable existing oil production activity and 
associated refining and terminal capacity. Lastly, in The Bahamas, there is considerable storage and transshipment facilities, 
most notably the BORCO facility in Grand Bahama the largest in the Caribbean region, and global in scale. Government 
response is unknown.

Climate change

Oil and gas exploration; Party to UNFCCC;38 Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) issued in 201539 calling 
for 30% renewables by 2030; 80% of commonwealth is within 3 feet (0.9m) of mean sea level; developed a National Climate 
Adaptation policy (2016) but no implementation; no reference to marine mammals.
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Barbados

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

No budgetary allocation for marine mammals; no national legislation related to marine mammals, no marine mammal 
provisions within fisheries or biodiversity legislation.

Species specific recovery or management plans No

No recovery plans or management plans.

Fisheries interactions

Fisheries interactions reportedly low, very small incidental catch, but no local consumption; No species is legally protected, 
but they are not hunted for local fisheries. Anecdotal reports of hooking pilot whales on longlines but none landed, except one 
false killer whale was landed at Bridgetown Fish Market in 2009 (which was misidentified as a pilot whale); marine mammal 
occurrence off Barbados inconsistent and infrequent, except for humpbacks which although infrequent are consistently seen 
in February to April; difficult to identify fisheries interactions from stranded animals (bycatch levels not documented); drifting 
FADs (no FAD fishing in Barbados) and fishing gear washing up on east coast; Drifting FADs with satellite-linked beacon buoys 
are reported to the Caribbean FAD Tracking Project;40 fisheries legislation does not include reference to fishing methods 
harmful or relevant to marine mammal bycatch41 Evidence that marine mammals are occasionally accidentally killed or injured 
in fishing gear in Barbados (see above).42 Rare dolphin captures in Barbados are limited to accidental nettings—primary use 
of nets by Barbadian fishers is to catch flying fishes for which specialized gill nets are used.43 Fisheries Division collects and 
monitors fisheries data of over 3,000 active fishers in six main fisheries;44 promotion of responsible fishing practices.

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Coral reef degradation and coastal erosion high; development risk high; erosion control, wastewater programme 
improvements, coastal restoration projects in motion. Sargassum influx high but sporadic; Reported high levels of coral reef 
degradation over the span of 20 years; primarily caused by inadequately treated sewage; disposal of solid waste; diving near 
shore; tourism development; poor erosion and sedimentation policies.45 Coastal Zone Management Unit employs integrated 
approach, including the Coastal Risk Assessment and Management Program, including monitoring and diagnostics.46 ICZM 
plan currently undergoing revision.

Pollution and marine mammal health

High risk from oil development/transit; historical land-based oil extraction goes back a century; oil development governed by 
the Offshore Petroleum Act Cap. 282 A, Offshore Petroleum (Taxation) Act Cap. 80, Offshore Petroleum (Amendment) Act 2012, 
Offshore Petroleum (Taxation)(Amendment) Act 2012 and the Offshore Petroleum Regulations 2013; new licenses issued for 
offshore oil and gas exploration, and environmental assessment (EA)s accepted in January 2020.47 Some contaminant testing 
of stranded marine mammal tissues.

Whale watch and associated activities

Irregular but increasing sightings of mostly humpback whales; there may be potential for collisions with boats seeking to get 
closer to get a better view of whales, but there is only informal whale watching on Barbados; no regulations but guidelines 
exist on Barbados Marine Mammals Facebook page. 

Protected areas and other management regimes

Barbados has an MPA at Folkestone and on designated at Carlisle Bay. They are not focused on marine mammals, but have no 
catch zones; marine mammals are transitory in Barbados waters but do come close to shore. These are multiple-use protected 
areas, and no management plans exist. 

Research

No longterm marine mammal research; but interest in PAM and seeking to participate in the Caribbean Marine Mammals 
Preservation Network (CARI’MAM) acoustic monitoring programme; Fisheries Division collects and monitors fisheries data of 
over 3,000 active fishers in six main fisheries; promotion of responsible fishing practices.
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Strandings

Moderate strandings; some associated with sargassum; oil and gas exploration increasing; 12 dead stranded cetaceans since 
2010; 30 individuals live stranded and pushed back to sea in 2013; informal but cohesive stranding response team coordinated 
by Julia Horrocks (UWI), vet Gus Reader, and Nikola Simpson (Sustainable Caribbean). 

Captivity

No captive facilities and no plans for captive facilities on Barbados; no regulations.

Acoustic disturbance

Potential for acoustic disturbance high with increasing oil and gas exploration; no information regarding government 
measures to address this threat.

Vessel strikes

No data exists; cruise ship traffic is intense; potential increase in vessel traffic with increasing oil and gas exploration activity 
commencing in 2020, marine mammals transitory through Barbados.

Climate change

Coral reef degradation and coastal erosion high; high vulnerability of coastal tourism resorts located within 1km of shoreline 
(90% located within this zone); mitigation plans and strategy in place;50 Barbados’ nationally determined contribution to Paris 
Agreement/UNFCC is a 44% reduction in greenhouse gases by 2030; 37% by 2025.51 

Belize

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation Yes

All marine mammals protected under new Fisheries Act (February, 2020);52 drafting of specific marine mammal implementing 
regulations underway and involving multi-stakeholder participation. Legislation prohibiting the use and possession of gillnets 
in EEZ passed in November 2020.

Species specific recovery or management plans Yes

National manatee recovery plan (since 1998); national manatee working group; national manatee rescue protocols; manatee 
rehabilitation center;53 An update of the Manatee Recovery Plan will be completed in 2021.54

Fisheries interactions

Decreasing (poaching or intentional take); few entanglements of dolphins and manatees are recorded (one incident of gillnet 
entanglement of humpback that stranded dead in 2016, but not clear whether entanglement was pre or post stranding,55); some 
incidental bycatch of manatees has been reported;56 but new data suggests incidents of manatee entanglements may be 
declining;57 avenues of communication established with local fisher communities, including the submission of fish catch data;58 
poaching incidents prosecuted. A moratorium on the issuance of gillnet licenses was enacted in 2019; ban on the possession 
and use of gillnets in Belizean waters (Statutory instrument 158 of Fisheries Resources Regulations) passed in November 2020. 
This legislation renders all gillnet licenses as invalid. A transition programme to assist gillnet fishermen has been established.
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Habitat degradation and coastal development

Increasing; increase in tourism and population of Belize City with corresponding land development;59 rapid coastal 
development (mangrove clearing, dredging, and overdevelopment) has been identified as a severe threat to the ecological 
integrity of Turneffe Atoll60 and other areas, such as Placencia Lagoon, and around Belize City from cruise tourism (e.g., 
Stake Bank). Integrated Coastal Zone Management Plan developed by Coastal Zone Management Authority; Department 
of Environment oversees projects and developments, but private landowner activities have little oversight; offshore oil and 
gas exploration halted; integrated coastal zone management plan developed in 2016.61 Department of Environment oversees 
developments.

Pollution and marine mammal health

Increasing; marine debris influx from the south; cruise tourism and boat traffic; oil and gas exploration moratorium currenlty 
in place;62 heavy metals found in high concentrations in manatees;63 lobomycosis skin disease found in coastal bottlenose 
dolphins;64 marine pollution levels high in Corozal Bay area caused by the dumping of sewage waste in Chetumal Bay, and in 
New River; oil spill contingency plan in place.65

Whale watch and associated activities

Increasing; several tour companies offer opportunities for tourists to swim with dolphins, although this activity is not legal in 
Belize;66 whale watching low level in 2006 (less than 400 whale watchers and one operator67) but has grown to at least 10 whale 
watch and manatee viewing operators, although offical numbers of operators is not clear because a variety of boats conduct 
opportunistic marine mammal viewing;68 no regulations implemented yet, but being drafted; low compliance with vessel 
speed restrictions/no wake zones. Responsible viewing guidelines developed by conservation organizations that are utilized in 
boater and tour-guide trainings.

Protected areas and other management regimes

Almost 1/3 of Belizean territorial area is protected by at least 103 protected areas;69 30MPAs;70 restricted activities including 
manatee no-wake zones, but enforcement and compliance limited, and permits required for research; management plans for 
wildlife sanctuaries include manatee management plans;71 three SPAW listed protected areas (Glover’s Reef Marine Reserve, 
Hol Chan Marine Reserve, Port Honduras Marine Reserve).

Research

Manatees and bottlenose dolphins72 are highly studied. Manatees focus of bi-annual capture and tagging studies since 1997.73, 

74 FINS (nonprofit organization) compiling bottlenose dolphin photo identification and sightings catalogue and engaged in 
long term research on dolphins and manatees.75 Over two decades of long-term dolphin and manatee studies conducted by 
Oceanic Society.76 Most of the marine mammal research is conducted in collaboration with many NGOs, including Toledo 
Institute for Development and Environment (TIDE), Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), Sarteneja Alliance for Conservation 
and Development (SACD), ECOMAR, Clearwater Marine Aquarium, and Turneffe Atoll Sustainability Association (TASA).

Strandings

Increasing for manatees; unknown for strandings of cetaceans which are sporadic, and not often found as they may wash up in 
inaccessible or uninhabited cayes and coastline; manatee strandings are frequent (425 confirmed incidents between 1995–
2020);77 it is estimated that at least 50 manatees strand per year;78 manatees and dolphins periodically get stranded in canals 
near Belize City;79 collaborative stranding network established with local experts (Belize Marine Mammal Stranding Network), 
including a manatee rehabilitation facility.

Captivity

No captive facilities exist on Belize. A swim-with-the-dolphin project was proposed in 2004. A facility was established for a short 
time at Spanish Bay Caye (Hugh Parkey). No regulations in place. A manatee rehabilitation facility exists in Sarteneja, Belize.
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Acoustic disturbance

Increasing; coastal development is increasing; tourism is increasing with a correspondence in increasing boat traffic;80 oil and 
gas exploration now prohibited (moratorium issued in 2015); no monitoring of sound or noise in the marine environment.

Vessel strikes

Increasing; watercraft collisions are the leading source of human-caused manatee mortality in Belize;81, 82 potential 
displacement, disturbance, and reduction in bottlenose dolphin population in some areas;83 no wake zones implemented 
under manatee action plan, other measures needed (e.g. mandatory propeller guards).

Climate change

Coral restoration projects for the past decade; some private landowners are undertaking mangrove restoration; Belize Barrier 
Reef designation as a World Heritage Site in Danger removed in June 2018;84 Law protecting grazing reef fish (e.g. parrot fish), 
which in turn protects coral reefs;85 communication with FAO and participation in FAO disaster risk management and climate 
change adaptation workshop;86 Current national climate change strategy and action plan.

Colombia

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

No national legislation specifically focusing on marine mammals exist but several pieces of legislation exist that are of general 
relevance to the conservation of marine mammals.87

Species specific recovery or management plans Yes

National Programme for the Conservation and Management of the manatees in Colombia.88 Proposed Conservation 
Management Plan South America River Dolphins including Governments of Brazil, Colombia, Peru and Ecuador.89 A National 
Action Plan for the Conservation of Aquatic Mammals of Colombia is being updated and developed, expected to be finalized 
by the end of 2020.90 National Plan for Migratory Species.91

Fisheries interactions

Incidental mortality or bycatch in a variety of nets has not been systematically monitored in all areas but is known to be a long-
standing major threat for the Guiana and bottlenose dolphins;92 efforts are on-going to address bycatch and direct takes with 
support of national and regional government offices and international organisations. Need to consolidate a national database 
with data on incidental captures. Fisheries interactions identified as a priority in the short-term in 2014 by the National Action 
Plan (NAP). The use of river dolphin as bait for Piracatinga fishing continues, although Colombia was formerly main market 
but for 2008–2014, Piracatinga also sold increasingly in Brazil. Captures of West Indian manatees and Neotropical otters are 
reported as threats. A mass stranding of Atlantic dolphins in Santa Martha region reported due to fishing with explosives.93 

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Habitat alterations and loss from infrastructure development; river dams in the Amazon; sedimentation. Several projects 
and programmes of different organisations, such as INVEMAR, Fundacion Omacha, and academia (e.g. Universidad de los 
Andes, Universidad Jorge Tadeo Lozano) indicate that there is a collaboration among relevant authorities and stakeholders 
at the national level. Colombia maintains various regulations, policies, action plans and related programmes which address 
biodiversity and ecosystem services, including sustainable development of oceans, coastal and insular zones.A National 
Restoration Plan was formulated for the restoration and rehabilitation of degraded areas.94
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Pollution and marine mammal health

In the Amazon and Orinoco basins, mercury has been released from artisanal and industrial gold mining since Colonial 
times, ongoing deforestation and burning of primary forest releases natural deposits of methyl mercury, affecting the local 
aquatic vertebrate fauna.95 Despite challenges with important industries, e.g. oil and gas, and contamination of water bodies 
with wastewater (industrial and domestic) and agricultural run-off,96 Colombia has extensive policies, programmes, and 
instruments addressing marine and land-based pollution, through the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development97 
and through technical institutions such as INVEMAR.98 National effluent and water quality standards and monitoring 
programmes are in place. A holistic programme on trash management based on a circular economy approach has been 
adopted, supported by Colombia’s National Policy for the Integrated Management of Solid Waste and a Zero Waste Systems 
Certification. Under the GEF-REPCar “Reducing Pesticide Runoff to the Caribbean Sea” demonstration projects, a significant 
reduction (up to 50% in some cases) was achieved in the use of synthetic pesticides on banana and plantains in Colombia.

Whale watch and associated activities

Guide for responsible viewing of aquatic mammals was published in 2017.99 Over the course of the last eight years, guidelines 
for responsible observation of aquatic mammals have been adopted to achieve sustainable operations and develop the 
industry also as alternative livelihood for fishers with associated training and have contributed to the efforts of the International 
Whaling Commission (IWC) on the subject.100 

Protected areas and other management regimes

Colombia has a comprehensive system of marine protected areas with about 14% of national marine territory protected; 25 
MPAs in the continental and insular Caribbean, three of which are listed under the SPAW Protocol: Sanctuary Cienega Grande 
de Santa Marta; Regional SeaFlower Marine Protected Area; and Regional Natural Park of Wetlands. A 2016–2023 Action 
Plan for the Subsystem of Marine Protected Areas for the regions of the Caribbean and Pacific,101 recognises the importance 
of increased collaboration at the regional level.102 No specific marine protected area has been designated solely with 
conservation objectives for marine mammals in the Caribbean Region; but a portfolio of 100 priority conservation sites exists. 
On the Pacific-side, the Parque Nacional Natural Gorgona has a Management Programme for Marine Mammals.

Research

A national diagnostic of all aquatic mammals of Colombia was carried out in 2013,103 outlining status of populations, major 
threats and conservation needs for the Caribbean, Pacific and Orinoco. Research in Colombia has developed over the last 
25 years, especially with humpbacks in the Pacific, river dolphins in the Amazon and Orinoco; manatees in the Caribbean/
Amazon; and coastal dolphins, Tursiops and Sotalia. T. manatus, has been subject to research and conservation initiatives 
for the last 20 years, which includes environmental education and releasing of animals that were in semi-captivity, with 
conventional and satellite tracking. To a lesser degree, this has also been done for the neotropical otter. Relevant topics are 
genetics, fisheries interactions, responsible tourism, reproduction programme of giant river otter and implementation of the 
National Manatee Management Plan. Different levels of data and knowledge for each species. 

Strandings

A Guide covering aspects of strandings was published in 2007. There is no formal stranding network established in Colombia. 
Through research and monitoring programmes, strandings are reported; about 15 stranding events are recorded in the 
published literature for a mix of species associated with anthropogenic activities, between 1990’s and 2012. A compilation of 
known unpublished records of strandings in Colombia from 1990 to 2016 which includes 53 individual strandings of mixed 
species of cetaceans and the West Indian manatee for both the Caribbean and Pacific regions.104 Fishing with explosives has 
been implicated in a mass stranding of Atlantic dolphins in Santa Marta region.105 
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Captivity

Two facilities offer dolphin shows with Tursiops, Oceanarium Rosario Islands in Isla San Martin de Pajarales, Rosario Islands 
and Acuario El Rodadero in Santa Marta, the latter including Swim-with-dolphin programmes [Sotalia and Tursiops] and 
Dolphin Assisted Therapy (DAT).106 A 2020 compilation by Cetabase107 indicates that these two facilities combined hold about 
10 bottlenose dolphins and three Guiana dolphins. A programme to release manatees kept in semi-captivity for more than 
15 years in the Caribbean region; released nine individuals between 2009–2011 and monitored by conventional and satellite 
telemetry.108 Operating licenses are required and monitoring visits carried out by government authorities. Bottlenose and 
Guiana dolphins maintained in aquaria and subject to behaviour studies.109 

Acoustic disturbance

Seismic guidelines adopted. Areas of marine mammal watching are yet to be consolidated in the Caribbean region and noise 
associated with boat traffic not persistent but potential for expanding; acoustic disturbance from coastal development likely 
increasing. Guidelines for surveys of seismic operations exist but are not official and have not yet been adopted at a national 
level by government.110 The industrial marine traffic in Santa Marta Bay, where an international shipping port is located, and the 
vicinity of the airport, with a coal- and oil-supply wharf are additional sources of noise pollution.111 

Vessel strikes

Information on vessel activity and data availability low; identification of high-risk areas and assessment of magnitude to 
manage effects of vessel traffic required.112 

Climate change

The National Policy of Climate Change was established since 2014, with efforts developed especially since 2011 with the 
Colombian Strategy for Low Carbon (Estrategia Colombiana de Desarrollo Bajo en Carbono –ECDBC), the National REDD+ 
Strategy, the National Plan for Adaptation to Climate Change (el Plan Nacional de Adaptación al Cambio Climático –PNACC) 
among other initiatives to implement commitments to the Paris Agreement. The National System for Climate Change 
(SISCLIMA) was established by Decree 298 of 2016, and articulates national, regional and local levels responsible for climate 
change management. A Climate Change Intersectoral Commission developed an action plan (2019–2020) to address among 
others the implementation of short-term targets in terms of mitigation, adaptation and risk management in the National Action 
Plan. Internationally, updating the INDC to comply with the Paris Agreement, complements the long-term strategy towards 
achieving a low carbon economy by 2050.

Cuba

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation Yes

No national legislation specifically focusing on marine mammals exist but a Resolution113 on provisions for the control and 
protection of special significance to biological diversity in Cuba is in place, which includes all species of cetaceans and the 
manatee. Several pieces of legislation exist that are of general relevance to the conservation of marine mammals.114

Species specific recovery or management plans No

There is a National Programme for the Study and Conservation of Manatees115 but not a specific recovery plan.
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Fisheries interactions

Captures of manatees are now prohibited in Cuba. Cuba maintains a direct live capture fishery for bottlenose dolphins via 
annual quotas which are assigned to dolphinaria of various countries within the regulations established by the Convention on 
the International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES).116 Anthropogenic threats have been reported to 
have had detrimental effects on manatees since 1970, with a major factor being illegal hunting.117 From 2001 to 2015 more than 
50 manatee carcasses were found in various locations attributed to the poaching for the use of meat or drowning in fishing 
gears such as trawling nets (chinchorros).118 The Center for Marine Research (CIM) of the University of Havana suggests the 
actual number of mortality events is greater.119 Information regarding fisheries interactions with cetaceans remains very limited 
as no concerted monitoring or long-term research efforts are in place.

Habitat degradation and coastal development

The main factors impacting coastal ecosystem degradation, including coral reefs, sea grass beds, mangroves and beaches, 
are agricultural use, urbanization and tourism development. Loss of biodiversity is associated with pollution (domestic waste 
included), overfishing, uncontrolled extraction of marine species.120 Legislation121 and tools for integrated coastal management 
are available, including land-use planning, environmental impact assessment and licensing processes. The Center of 
Engineering and Environmental Management of Coasts and Bays (CIMAB) of Cuba act as RAC for LBS Protocol; services 
include audits; EIAs; permits for industrial construction; feasibility studies for tourism and port facilities; management of wastes.

Pollution and marine mammal health

CIMAB is conducting ecotoxicology tests and bioaccumulation studies. A National Plan to Combat oil spills has been 
elaborated.122

Whale watch and associated activities

No organised industry or guidelines adopted.

Protected areas and other management regimes

National System of Protected Areas (SNAP), two MPAs listed under SPAW-Parques Nacionales Guanahacabibes and 
Cayos de San Felipe; 105 MPAs have been proposed; MPAS cover 25% of the Cuban insular shelf. Of these, 57 have been 
legally incorporated into the system and 13 more are being managed to its standards; a total of 70 have some degree of 
implementation. About 30% of the Cuban coral reefs, 24% of the seagrass beds, and 35% of mangroves are legally protected 
by SNAP. Challenges include insufficient financing and the difficulty of reinvesting profits generated within these areas. 
Prohibited fishing practices and capture of protected species are the principle issues that affect MPAs.123

Research

There has been very little published research on marine mammals in Cuban waters, while focus on the manatee has 
increased.124 Reviews of 659 published and unpublished sighting, stranding, capture, and tagging records, reveal that only two 
species that are seen regularly and considered common in Cuban nearshore waters are the bottlenose dolphin and the West 
Indian manatee (Trichechus manatus).125 Some research being conducted collaboratively with the Sarasota Dolphin Research 
Program regarding population and health assessments of bottlenose dolphins,126 and separately assessing skin lesions in 
bottlenose dolphins.127 The Acuario Nacional have conducted studies on bottlenose dolphins in the Archipiélago de Sabana 
Camagüey region to better understand the populations from which dolphins are captured for live display.

Strandings

No formal stranding network; strandings infrequent and low incident. A compilation of strandings and sightings of baleen 
whales,128 (1922–2002) revealed six strandings involving Balaenoptera borealis (sei whale), B. physalus (fin whale) and M. 
novaeangliae (humpback whale), and eight sightings of humpbacks, 1932–2006. The highest percentage of reports was found 
in the north coast of Cuba in the months between December and July. Similar work on sperm whales compiled 10 strandings 
and three sightings between 1978–2009, with no causes of death established.129 
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Captivity

The Acuario Nacional have conducted studies on bottlenose dolphins in the Archipiélago de Sabana Camagüey region to 
better understand the populations from which dolphins are captured for live display. The Acuario Nacional researchers have 
captured, measured, and released bottlenose dolphins off Varadero, Isabela de Sagua, and Caibarién.130 Several companies 
offer packages to swim with bottlenose dolphins131, 132 in Rancho Cangrejo, off Varadero. A 2020 compilation by Cetabase133 
indicates that 11 facilities hold about 86 bottlenose dolphins in Cuba.

Acoustic disturbance

Maritime traffic may be a source of noise pollution but no data available/country response unknown.

Vessel strikes

No information on the occurrence of collisions/country response unknown.

Climate change

The National Environment Strategy 2007/2010 is the guiding document for Cuban environmental policy. It defines the five 
main environmental issues (land degradation, factors affecting forest coverage, pollution, loss of biological diversity and water 
scarcity) and proposes the policies and instruments for their prevention, solution or minimization. Cuba has established the 
National Climate Change Group to bring together all the relevant governmental and non-governmental institutions. The Group 
is led by the Climate Centre under the Institute of Meteorology of the Ministry of Science Technology and Environment.134

Dominican Republic

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation Yes

National legislation adressing marine mammals.135 Trichechus manatus is the only mammal with endangered status 
(Resolución No. 16/2011). Sperm whale Physeter macrocephalus (Vulnerable).

Species specific recovery or management plans Yes

Management Plan for the Marine Mammal Sanctuary of La Plata and Navidad Banks.136 A Manatee Conservation Plan has been 
drafted by a private organisation and has not been adopted by the Ministerio de Medio Ambiente (MARENA).

Fisheries interactions

Entanglements, bycatch, abandonment of nets and nets that do not meet legal standards have been reported. In the case of 
manatees: the excessive speed of boats resulting in collisions with animals is the primary threat. Humpbacks (2009, 2017) and 
sperm whales (2018) have been reported entangled with nets, as well as manatees. Entanglement response training conducted 
with IWC in Samaná Bay in 2014.137 Efforts to address this threat include data compiled by the Vice-Ministry of Coastal and 
Marine Resources, as well as those initiated by the NGO FUNDEMAR. Campaigns are also carried out with fishermen regarding 
removal of derelict fishing gear.138 

Habitat degradation and coastal development

National Plans for different themes concerning ocean and coastal protection. ‘Estrategia de Desarrollo’ 2030 includes 
protection and sustainable development. Protocols for monitoring of beaches, mangroves, sea grasses and coral reefs. 
Ecosystem-Based Management/Decision Support System (EBM/DSS) tools employed.
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Pollution and marine mammal health

In the Senate, the Coastal and Marine Zone and its Resources Law is under revision; and the Solid Waste Law has Regulations 
for the prevention of contamination. In 2019, a pilot project ‘SnotBot’ was launched on marine mammals and contaminants. 
Less than 15% of sewage from coastal areas is treated.139

Whale watch and associated activities

Whale watching activities are regulated in detail140 in Samaná Bay and La Plata and Navidad Banks (as of 2020, 56 operators/
companies in Samaná Bay and three in La Plata Bank); swimming with whales is prohibited in Samaná Bay.141 Signature of an 
agreement between entities involved and MARENA occurs every year for the forthcoming whale watching observation season. 
Manatee watching occurs from shore and captive dolphin swimming programmes; permitting and regulations in place.

Protected areas and other management regimes

As part of national biodiversity conservation policies, there is a National System of Protected Areas (SINAP) made up of 127 
conservation units, defined by various legal instruments. In these conservation units, representative samples of a large part 
of the main ecosystems are protected, and more than 90% of the endemic flora and fauna species reported in the country. 
Four MPAs are listed under SPAW: National Parks Jaguara, Sierra de Bahoruco and Haitises; la Caleta submarine park; a 
management plan for the Marine Mammal Sanctuary of La Plata and Navidad Banks was adopted in 2015; A Management 
Plan142 and a Business Plan143 were adopted for the Marine Mammal Sanctuary of Estero Hondo, where there is the largest 
reported wild population of manatees.

Research

In 2002, residents of the village of Bayahibe, concerned about their local dolphin population when eight bottlenose dolphins 
were captured for a Dominican dolphinarium within a national park. The Project ‘Amigos de los Delfines’ initiated conservation 
efforts and in 2007, a survey of tourists in Bayahibe was conducted indicating that they would rather see wild than captive 
dolphins.144 CEBSE and FUNDEMAR have a long-standing sighting data collection programme. Monitoring protocols for 
marine mammals and birds.

Strandings

Process of developing a marine mammal stranding programme (workshops, review of protocols and response to strandings). 
On average, five strandings/year with mortalities caused by diseases, impacts by boats, capture, or illegal hunting.145 The 
Ministry of Environment responds to stranding reports together with the Center for Rescue and Rehabilitation of Aquatic 
Species (CERREA) of the National Aquarium, which deals with strandings following a protocol and with rescue of marine 
mammals and sea turtles throughout the country.

Captivity

Resolución No. 20/2018, prohibits the capture, importation, exportation and commerce of dolphin species in all national 
territory for five years. Marine mammals in captivity include bottlenose dolphins and two pinnipeds (in six facilities – 2020)146 
and are regulated by the Regulation on the Holding, Management and Exhibition of Marine Mammal Species in the 
Dominican Republic (Resolution No. 01/2008). In the National Aquarium there are three manatees in captivity that were taken to 
the aquarium for rehabilitation, two in 2012 and one in 2018. A Ministerial programme is being implemented for their release to 
their natural habitat.

Acoustic disturbance

Oversight of seismic operations in specific cases by Ministry of Defense/Army. Plans with Spanish cooperation since 2015, 
although no dedicated guidelines in place.

Vessel strikes

High threat for manatees due to aquatic activities in touristic areas, despite decades of efforts in conservation of this species 
and being nationally listed as ‘critically endangered.’
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Climate change

Several policies and instruments adopted.147 Submitted national communications to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Land use change and forestry are large contributors to GHG emissions within 
the sector. Several reforestation programmes have been initiated. The Dominican Republic implements Clean Development 
Mechanisms (CDM) projects in the agricultural sector; thus carbon trading opportunities can be explored. Agriculture is highly 
vulnerable to extreme weather events, coupled with land degradation.148 Wind power projects are ongoing. 

Dutch Caribbean: Aruba, St. Maarten, Curaçao (Caribbean countries of the Kingdom of the Netherlands)

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

The Nature Conservation law prohibits any action that is prohibited by SPAW Protocol according to the relative Annex that the 
species is listed on. Thus, all cetaceans are fully protected and are not allowed to be kept in captivity (unless an exemption is 
presented to the STAC for consideration). Aruba has its own legislation, but currently no marine mammal legislation exists.

Species specific recovery or management plans No

A dolphin-focused policy implemented in 2005 is still in place, regarding no further development of captive dolphin facilities 
and relating to Curaçao’s original exemption under SPAW for its captive dolphin programmes (Curaçao Seaquarium/Dolphin 
Academy149). 

Fisheries interactions

In Aruba, a high incidence of external injuries reported for spotted, bottlenose dolphins and false killer whales caused by fishing 
gear;150 no reported bycatch or directed take; entanglement and death of two sperm whales documented in 2013, and one adult 
sperm whale in 2003.151 No reports from St. Maarten or Curaçao.

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Comprehensive ocean policy adopted in November 2017. Under this plan, 30% of water will be designated as protected; 
decree not drafted yet. Will restrict fisheries and other activities. Plan to create a sanctuary similar to Yarari Marine Mammal and 
Shark Sanctuary.152 St. Maarten: marine protected areas, management plans and patrols by Nature Foundation mandated; but 
low capacity (3–4 staff members); High volumes of vessel traffic; recent development of mega piers to accommodate larger 
cruise ships; reportedly no EIA/EIS process on St. Maarten, Curaçao or Aruba but officially, an EIA should be requested if SPAW 
protected species may be impacted by development; Sewer flow into ocean causing ‘black band’ and other disease in coral153 
on all islands; coral communities on Aruba and St. Maarten threatened by intensified tourist activity and polluted rainwater 
runoff (from construction, land clearances and household waste).154

Pollution and marine mammal health

Only 20% of homes are on sewage system; most have septic tanks that overflow and cause flow indirectly into ocean; hotels 
claim that wastewater is treated, however this is often not controlled and dumping into ocean occurs; Heavy cruise ship 
traffic (up to 7 x a day) on St. Maarten; Sewer flow into ocean enhancing diseases in coral155 on Curaçao; nutrient pollution in 
some places on Curaçao156 and a problem on all islands; water pollution by Isla Oil Refinery (Schottegat Bay) and Aqualectra 
(Curaçao)157 and GEBE on St. Maarten; Oil spill contingency plan established in 2013.

Whale watch and associated activities

No organized commercial whale watch in Dutch Caribbean.
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Protected areas and other management regimes

Comprehensive ocean policy adopted in November 2017 (Curaçao). Under this plan, 30% of water will be designated as 
protected; decree not drafted yet but will restrict fisheries and other activities. Curaçao plans to create a sanctuary similar to 
Yarari Marine Mammal and Shark Sanctuary.158 St. Maarten: marine protected areas, management plans and patrols by Nature 
Foundation mandated; but low capacity and understaffed (3–4 staff members). New MPA gazetted for Aruba, including MPA 
Arikok, Sero Colorado, Mangel Halto, and Oranjestad Reef Islands.159

Research

Curaçao Seaquarium is supposed to provide an annual report of its research activities; started a preliminary bottlenose dolphin 
ID programme, not clear whether that continues. Some dolphin-focused research occurring, primarily related to dolphin 
health and behavior in captivity; some aerial surveys conducted in 2013;160 St. Maarten, some reporting of live animals to 
Observado.org platform: no analysis, data limited. No special budget for marine mammal research; no monitoring of marine 
mammal species, very limited incidences of marine mammals, may see whale now and then and dolphins quite often; low 
awareness; No substantive research on St. Maarten, Curaçao or relating to marine mammal distribution, abundance or threats. 
Some research relating to cetacean distribution around Aruba;161 Nature Foundation St. Maarten has been conducting passive 
acoustic monitoring and collecting sightings by dive centers, yacht companies, marinas and private individuals.162 

Strandings

No formal stranding network; relative isolation and reportedly lack of collaboration with neighboring islands, but incidences 
of strandings low; strandings infrequent, but a few documented on Aruba;163 Aruba Marine Mammal Foundation, Sint Maarten 
Nature Foundation, and Curaçao Seaquarium and CARMABI collaborate loosely to respond to strandings. No hard data on 
numbers of strandings. The Dutch Caribbean has not seen few strandings in the last five years.164 A spinner dolphin reportedly 
stranded in 2016, and was released back to the sea.165 

Captivity

One captive facility on Curaçao; pressure to develop a captive dolphin facility on St. Maarten; no care and maintenance 
regulations; but policy against further facilities or expansion of captive dolphin programmes (original policy established by the 
Netherlands Antilles).

Acoustic disturbance

Extensive cruise and maritime traffic; no longer oil tankers from Venezuela; no seismic guidelines for oil and gas exploration.

Vessel strikes

High cruise traffic, so potential threat present; government response unknown; 20% of spotted dolphins, bottlenose dolphins 
and false killer whales shown to have injuries and 13% caused by propeller hits.166

Climate change

Threat level is high for entire Caribbean and SIDS167, 168—hurricane vulnerability, bleaching events, national ocean policy in 
motion may deal with climate change issues; no planning or dialogue around the issue of climate change on St. Maarten; 
Aruba is working to become 100% dependent on renewable energy sources by 2020 (in June 2016 was 20% renewable energy 
use); one of the first waste-to-energy plants in the Caribbean is being operated by private company in Aruba.169 The Ministries 
of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, Infrastructure and Water Management and Interior recently published a Nature and 
Environment Policy Plan for the Caribbean Netherlands (2020–2030) which calls out the need to build resilience against effects 
of climate change.170 
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Dutch Caribbean: Bonaire, Eustatius, Saba (Caribbean Netherlands)

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

No specific dedicated marine mammal legislation, but like Curaçao and St. Maarten, the Caribbean Netherlands inherited the 
Netherlands Antilles law, the Nature Conservation law prohibits any action as prohibited by SPAW Protocol according to the 
relative Annex that the species is listed on. Thus, all cetaceans are fully protected and are not allowed to be kept in captivity 
(unless an exemption is presented to the STAC for consideration). Also, under the Fisheries Decree (original Netherland’s 
Antilles legislation 1992),171 it is prohibited to fish with bait consisting of meat from marine mammals (Article 2) or gillnets of 
more than length 2.5km; illegal to fish (capture/kill) for marine mammals.

Species specific recovery or management plans No

Yarari Marine Mammal and Shark Sanctuary management plan in development; Nature Policy Plan for the Caribbean Netherlands 
prioritizes marine mammal protection and planning; New Nature and Environment Policy Plan for 2020–2030 has been adopted.

Fisheries interactions

No data or evidence of marine mammal bycatch; Fisheries Decree prohibits use of gillnets of 2.5km or longer or use of marine 
mammals as fishing bait and is currently being amended; some FADs are deployed in Saban fisheries;172 longline and tuna purse 
seines outside EEZ are not adequately regulated and illegal fishing by Venezuelan vessels is a recurrent problem.173 Relatively 
low fishing activity and low gear densities. Organized outreach to fisheries associations on Saba and Bonaire.

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Cruise tourism is biggest economic driver on Bonaire with vast expansion of tourism industry and infrastructure, but number 
of cruise ships docking has decreased.174 Most not on central sewer system despite construction of a waste water treatment 
plan on Bonaire,175 some algal blooms in the south of Bonaire; Salt production plant on Bonaire anecdotal impacts on water 
quality but data lacking; Nature and Environment Management Plan for 2020–2030 recently adopted and includes provisions 
on spatial planning, coastal development, and waste water management.

Pollution and marine mammal health

Oil contamination from St. Eustatius; oil terminal and refinery on Bonaire; Oil transhipment facilities exist in Dutch Caribbean. 
On Bonaire, petroleum products are bunkered at BOPEC and St. Eustatius at NUSTAR; regular small-scale spills, major spills in 
2002 (Tanker Paulina) and in 2009 (Tanker Vallombrossa); the shores of the Dutch Caribbean are variously contaminated with 
tar.176 Impacts from spills originating in Venezuela. Ingestion of anthropogenic debris has so far only been documented in two 
stranded beaked-whale specimens.177 Incident Control Plan for oil spills in place. Lack of sewage and waste water treatment 
of many areas; Bonaire reefs are at thresholds of polluted values at 10 sites due to wastewater pollution (nutrients, bacteria, 
organic matter); wastewater disposal a problem on Saba, as well.178 Little to no contaminant testing conducted.

Whale watch and associated activities

Statia National Marine Park (MPA) has guidelines/code of conduct relating to responsible tourism; prohibiting contact with 
marine mammals or disruption of their behaviors; guidelines are under development and will be based on SPAW Guidelines; 
currently no speed restrictions; currently snorkeling with whales is allowed, but no touching or disturbance of dolphins; whale 
watching is opportunistic and involves recreational and commercial power vessels but no organized whale watch operators 
targeting mostly humpback whales; some data collection occurring from marine park managers. There are no commercial tour 
operators in the Caribbean Netherlands.

Protected areas and other management regimes

Yarari Marine Mammal and Shark Sanctuary established in 2015; Management plan in development encompassing the EEZ 
surrounding the Islands of Saba/Saba Bank/Bonaire/St. Eustatius; Bonaire, Saba and Eustatius have designated national parks 
with dedicated marine park management [Saba Conservation Foundation/Saba Bank Management Unit; St. Eustatius National 
Park Foundation (Stenapa); National Park Foundation Bonaire (Stinapa)], and encompassing all waters surrounding the islands 
and to the depths of 60m on Bonaire and Saba, and to 30m on St. Eustatius; Saba Bank National Park (2010) received Sensitive 
Sea Area status in 2012.179
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Research

Saba and STINAPA participating in CARI’MAM PAM deployment; some acoustic monitoring and sightings work carried out 
by national parks (STENAPA and STINAPA) in collaboration with Dutch Caribbean Nature Alliance (DCNA); some sampling 
of species occurrence conducted through fishermen surveys/port sampling for BES Islands,180 Dutch Caribbean Cetacean 
Network (DCNN) established; some aerial surveys and acoustic monitoring.181 

Strandings

Informal stranding network exists (SCCN no longer active) via Dutch Caribbean Cetacean Network (DCCN) and via Google 
Group and park management authorities of Saba Conservation Foundation, Stinapa Bonaire, and Stenapa St. Eustatius along 
with Directorate of the Environment; some strandings reported for Bonaire. Cuvier beaked whale strandings documented 
in 2017 by Stinapa.182 Sporadic, but few, strandings, including pygmy sperm whale (Kogia breviceps), Cuvier’s beaked whales 
(Ziphius cavirostris), Gervais beaked whales (Mesoplodon europaeus), Dwarf sperm whales (Kogia simus), and Sperm whale 
(Physeter macrocephalus).183 Few strandings documented by STENAPA; three short-finned pilot whales stranded dead in 2011 
on St. Eustatius.184 

Captivity

No captive facilities; Netherlands Antilles Dolphin Policy still stands and prevents development of further dolphin facilities..

Acoustic disturbance

Shipping reportedly a low threat;185 but shipping traffic reported as a concern by Debrot et al (2017); Seismic surveys do occur 
with a most recent example being the survey conducted by the Texas university in November 2014 in the coastal waters 
around Bonaire.186 St. Eustatius is the second busiest port in the Kingdom of the Netherlands due to presence of oil terminal. 

Vessel strikes

Shipping reportedly a low threat;187 however, high levels of shipping traffic reported by Debrot et al. (2017). Tourism (cruise) 
levels high. Government response unknown.

Climate change

Netherlands is a party to the UNFCC188 and submitted its first NDC (Nationally Determined Contributions) in 2017 under the 
Paris Accord and United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.189 The submission, on behalf of all EU member 
states, calls for a 40% reduction in greenhouse gases by 2030.190 The Ministries of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, 
Infrastructure and Water Management and Interior recently published a Nature and Environment Policy Plan for the Caribbean 
Netherlands (2020–2030) which calls out the need to build resilience against effects of climate change.191 Currently the BES-
islands are working on island specific implementation agendas.
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France [French Guiana192, Guadeloupe, Martinique, Saint Barthélemy, and Saint Martin]

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation Yes

Order of July 1, 2011 recently modified by the order of September 3, 2020, establishing the list and terms of marine mammals 
protected in national territories. This order prohibits destruction, mutilation, capture, intentional disturbance, including 
approach within 100 m in marine protected areas, chasing and harassment of marine mammals in the wild.



I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

Species specific recovery or management plans Yes

AGOA sanctuary established in 2012, with the entire EEZ encompassed by the French Antilles (including Martinique, 
Guadeloupe, Saint Martin, and Saint Barthélemy) designated as a Sanctuary for marine mammals; a manatee reintroduction 
plan undertaken with two captive-born manatees relocated to Guadeloupe in 2016, with the project suspended in 2018 
and eventually abandoned in 2019. National action plan for the protection of cetaceans adopted in 2019. A red list of 
marine mammal species was established in 2017 for French Guiana and in 2019 for Martinique. The Guiana dolphin (Sotalia 
guianensis), and the manatee (Trichechus manatus) were assessed as ‘Endangered’ and the sperm whale as ‘Vulnerable.’ 
Although many actions have been conducted to improve knowledge of Sotalia and the manatee, no formal dedicated action 
plans have been implemented.193 

Fisheries interactions

An entanglement response workshop was conducted in November 12–14, 2013 in St. Martin, run jointly by the IWC and SPAW-
RAC, and followed by additional training for Guadeloupe and Martinique in 2015.194 Entanglements reported for Guadeloupe 
and Martinique with rescue efforts attempted. Prohibition of certain fishing gears and practices to limit bycatch. A stranding 
network exists in all French territories, coordinated at the national level by the Pelagis Observatory (France). A field guide can 
be found online.195 One of the objectives of the network is to report bycatch marks on stranded individuals. In French Guiana, 
since 2014, each year between one and eight stranded Sotalia showed bycatch marks mainly attributed to coastal nets.196 Some 
bycatch are also known to occur in the shrimp pelagic trawl fishery but numbers seem to be low. Mitigation measures are tested 
such as traps for pelagic trawls, as well as light and alternative fishing gears for coastal set nets. These projects are conducted 
by the Comité régional des pêches (CRPMEM) and the World Wild Fund for Nature-WWF. In the French West Indies, a 
programme is proposed to acquire knowledge on incidental catches including analysis of fishing activity on fish aggregating 
devices (FADs) and the impact of FAD ropes on the entanglement of large cetaceans (especially sperm whales). In French 
Guiana, a reinforcement of knowledge programme on fishing activities involved in bycatch include: Analysis of the evolution of 
fishing effort and fishing strategy with IFREMER, WWF and CRPMEM; Identification of the French and foreign fleets involved 
in incidental catches in partnership with the armed forces, the Direction de la mer (DM), the Action de l’état en mer (State action 
at sea), IFREMER, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), CRPMEM; Analysis of cetacean stranding data from the 
French Guiana stranding network in conjunction with the French National Stranding Network-RNE, in order to better understand 
the interaction between the fishing fleets and small cetacean populations.

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Manatee and Guiana dolphin conservation efforts increasing in French Guiana to address habitat degradation.197 On 
Martinique and Guadeloupe, expansion of marine hub and increasing marine traffic, increasing geophysical mapping and 
exploration with sonar being deployed (e.g. underwater cables for internet); St. Bart and St. Martin high coastal development. 
Increasing degradation of coral reefs and poor water quality on west side of Guadeloupe (three of eight beaches closed to 
swimming in 2019); increase in leisure boats and recreational activities.198 

Pollution and marine mammal health

Mercury is discharged from artisanal mining operations in the Amazon basin, including French Guiana, flowing into the 
Caribbean basin from the region’s major drainage basins.199 A preliminary contaminants study was conducted on Sotalia in 
French Guiana based on the biopsies collected by the stranding network. It showed a low contamination of the species by 
POPs and mercury.200 Significant pollution of kepone (chlordecone/organochlorine pollutant) in French Caribbean (Martinique 
and Guadeloupe), with large parts of the island waters closed for fisheries.

MMAP Technical  Review •  page 30



I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

Whale watch and associated activities

St. Bart and St. Martin, occasional whale watching, but large numbers of operators in Martinique and Guadeloupe: 
approximately 30–40 boats operating legally, but other operators conducting activities illegally. The evolution of numbers of 
commercial operators in Guadeloupe, Martinique and St. Martin indicates operators increased from one operator in 2002 to 
70 operators in 2020, generating over two million Euros per year in 2015.201 Guidelines are reportedly not enforced. Concerns 
about vessel operations have been reported to the CSRPN (Conseil Scientifique du patrimoine naturel de la Guadeloupe) to 
limit numbers of whale watching operators, recreational boats interacting with humpbacks and other cetaceans, including 
swim-with activities. At the national level, the order of July 1, 2011 that lists all marine mammal species entirely protected in 
French territories, was modified by of order of September 3, 2020 that now prohibits marine mammal approach within 100 m in 
marine protected areas, including the AGOA Sanctuary (French Caribbean waters). In addition, in the AGOA Sanctuary, marine 
mammal viewing operators have to attend a dedicated course on sustainable whale-watching and to comply with a code of 
conduct in order to approach marine mammals within 300 m (Arrêté n° R-02-2017-03-15-003 réglementant l’approche des 
cétacés dans les eaux sous juridiction française aux Antilles).

Protected areas and other management regimes

Eight MPAs are listed under SPAW. AGOA Sanctuary participates in the Sister Sanctuary agreement, adopted a management 
plan in 2012, and is among the eight MPAs listed under SPAW.

Research

AGOA research campaigns include acoustic monitoring and population estimates. Enhanced efforts on Sotalia spp. in French 
Guiana following the Marine Mammal Conservation Corridor for Northern South America and recent opportunistic surveys, 
confirming humpback mother/calf pairs and other delphinids;202 In French Guiana, Groupe d’étude et de protection des 
oiseaux de Guyane (CEPOG) has conducted aerial transect surveys, along with training in biopsy techniques, disentanglement, 
strandings response and acoustic monitoring (2011–2012). In Martinique and Guadeloupe, several NGOs have been conducting 
cetacean surveys: for example, Société pour l’Etude, la Protection, et l’Aménagement de la Nature à la Martinique (SEPANMAR) 
has been conducting cetacean inventories since 2003, including aerial line surveys, photo identification, and acoustic studies. 
Observatoire des mammifères marins de l’Archipel Guadeloupéen (OMMAG) has been working actively on different surveys, 
including photo identification. Association Evasion Tropicale (AET) been active in marine mammal conservation, including 
disentanglement efforts, for at least several decades. AET’s report of 20 years of census and monitoring data on the west 
coast of Guadeloupe is in progress.203 The NGO MEGAPTERA, together with the nature reserve of Saint Martin organizes 
the Megara Survey (visual observation, biopsy, and ARGOS tagging) almost every year since 2014. St. Bart hydrophone test 
and data analysis conducted under CARI’MAM. The REMMOA project was conducted in 2008 and 2017 by the Pelagis 
Observatory and the French Biodiversity Office, with an aerial survey conducted all over the EEZ of each territory. It focused 
on marine mammals, seabirds and large pelagic fish and threats (marine traffic, nets, FADs).204 In 2018, boat surveys dedicated 
to cetaceans and seabirds were conducted on the continental slope of French Guiana EEZ by the Ocean Science Logistic 
(OSL) NGO (Cetaceans at Sea Campaign).205 Relaunch of the monitoring campaigns at sea of the AGOA Sanctuary (2012–2014) 
by visual observation transect and listening points (annual or semi-annual) under the CARI’MAM project, contributing to the 
improvement of knowledge on sperm whales (seasonality, functional zones, diet) in French West Indies waters; Greenpeace 
2019 Campaign - Megafauna offshore with focus on the humpback whale; Supervision of research campaigns at sea with the 
promotion of the ObsenMer tool to the local scientific community and citizen scientists, but also internationally, to acquire 
observation data on marine fauna, including cetaceans. GEPOG Project (2011–2012), six missions at sea with catamaran to study 
pelagic ecosystem.206 Project COAST (2016–2019) on Sotalia conservation and fishing in French Guiana.207

Strandings

The French Guiana stranding network is an integral part of the French National Stranding Network (RNE) that is coordinated 
by Pelagis Observatory (France). Protocols are similar and all data collected in French Guiana are centralized by Pelagis. 
The remaining French Caribbean territories also have stranding networks that work under the supervision of Pelagis and 
the national stranding network: Association Evasion Tropicale is responsible for Guadeloupe and Martinique; the Réseau 
d’Observation des Cétacés Échoués à la Martinique (ROCEM) coordinates field work. In French Guiana between 1997 and 
2015, 68 strandings were recorded, including 62 (Sotalia guianensis), four (Trichechus manatus) and one (Tursiops truncatus). 
In French Guiana, the REG network [Réseau de suivi des Échouages de mammifères marins et de tortues marines de Guyane], 
operating in partnership with local Government-DEAL, recorded 12 strandings 2014–2015, all of Sotalia guianensis.208 On 
Guadeloupe, more entanglements have been reported in the last ten years than the ten years prior; analysis of 20 years of 
stranding data (71 events) indicate 14 events involve anthropogenic cause (entanglements).209 
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Captivity

No captive facilities in French overseas countries and territories (OCTs), but in mainland (three facilities). In September 2020, 
France issued a prohibition on captivity and existing facilities can no longer breed or import cetaceans.210 

Acoustic disturbance

A 2015 review of seismic mitigation measures along northern South America was carried out by Green Heritage Fund 
Suriname and WWF Guianas.211 In 2016, guidelines were developed in French Guiana to limit the impact of anthropogenic 
noise on cetaceans.212 At the national level, guidelines have recently been published.213 In 2020, adoption of national guidelines 
on underwater noise.214 Through the CARI’MAM project, implementation of acoustic monitoring by fixed hydrophones 
throughout the Caribbean will be carried out , allowing a more detailed knowledge of species and their seasonality. This 
acoustic monitoring will also be used to study the level of noise pollution in all waters of the AGOA Sanctuary in a second 
phase (from 2021). An increase in maritime traffic suggests the potential for increased noise levels. 

Vessel strikes

Environmental codes and legislation articles aiming at avoidance of ship collisions with cetaceans (applicable to AGOA and 
Pelagos Sanctuaries) Article L334-2-2; created by Law n°2016-1087; 8 Aug 2016 - art. 106 (V); Article L334-39;created by Law 
n°2017-300; 8 March 2017 - art. 1. Since 2017, all French vessels beyond 24 m in length have to be equipped with the REPCET 
device in AGOA sanctuary (Arrêté du 11 décembre 2017). A project on mapping of high collision risk areas in the French 
West Indies is being carried out, aiming at adaptation of the REPCET tool to local species and to vessels used locally, with 
implementation of mitigation measures (including speed limits). Some strikes reported by sailing boats (under 27m); concern 
over jet boat races in French West Indies and Regatas on St. Martin and St. Bart.215 

Climate change

Funding climate change adaptation and mitigation is a priority for France. Overseas countries and territories (OCTs) in 
the Caribbean are involved in three INTERREG transnational cooperation programmes. The Caribbean Area cooperation 
Programme 2014–2020 involves Guadeloupe, French Guiana, Martinique and St. Martin, and around 40 other countries 
and OCTs in the Caribbean basin. It is run in partnership with the three regional economic organizations, i.e. the Caribbean 
Community (CARICOM), the Association of Caribbean States (ACS), and the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States 
(OECS). The Caribbean Community Climate Change Centre (CCCCC) was established as a reference point for research on 
climate change impacts and adaptation strategies in the region. The programme is structured in two components: (1) cross-
border cooperation between Guadeloupe, Martinique and the OECS countries, and (2) transnational cooperation involving 
Guadeloupe, French Guiana, Martinique and St. Martin and the other participating countries and territories. 
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Grenada

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

No national Legislation216 relating to marine mammals. National Land and Marine Management Strategy (2011); National 
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (2016–2020). 

Species specific recovery or management plans No

No recovery or management plans.
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Fisheries interactions

No current data is available on the occurrence of bycatch of marine mammals despite considerable attention provided to 
fisheries by policies and programmes currently existing in Grenada.217 No evidence had been found of marine mammals caught 
intentionally or incidentally, in a review/interviews with fishermen published in 2000.218 The FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Country Profile (May 2019)219 indicates that over the past decades the fishing industry in Grenada has evolved from one that 
was essentially artisanal to a more commercialized fishery, harvesting a tropical multispecies stock. The principal resource is 
yellowfin tuna, which according to the Chief Fisheries Officer is not overexploited.

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Vulnerable to extreme weather events; coastal land development has increased with massive rebuilding efforts post-
hurricanes (as in 2004–2005) coupled with increased tourism-based activities, including development of marinas and other 
coastal construction. Grenada relies upon policies and instruments for the management of coastal and marine ecosystems.220 
Relatively weak planning control and weak enforcement and monitoring for compliance within the EIA process.221 

Pollution and marine mammal health

No data is available on the interactions/impacts of pollutants on marine mammals. Marine Pollution strategies and policies are 
in place to address oil spills, waste management/plastic litter. The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit 
(GIZ)222 GmbH has committed to tackling marine litter and instruments are being addressed.223 The waste produced on the 
islands is managed through a well-organised collection service that claims a coverage rate above 98%. No spills have been 
reported to Rempeitc-Carib since 1999. A National Contingency Plan has been drafted.224 

Whale watch and associated activities

Marine mammal watching is present,225,226 although not extensively organized, with few operations off Grenada and Carriacou. 
No guidelines/regulations have been adopted. One operator is reportedly following the guidelines of the former CaribWhale 
(Caribbean Whale Watch Association that is no longer active).227 

Protected areas and other management regimes

Grenada has pledged to protect 25% of their nearshore and coastal habitat by 2020 under the Caribbean Challenge Initiative. 
To date, Grenada has declared 4 MPAs and has proposed a fifth ‘Levera Marine Park.’228 Molinere-Beausejour MPA is the only 
one listed under the SPAW Protocol.229 Participation in the Climate-Resilience Eastern Caribbean Marine Managed Areas 
Network (ECMMAN) Project contributed to the establishment of Grand Anse MPA. A Grenada Marine Protected Area Network 
has been established as a Government organisation.230 No MPAs with marine mammal conservation in their objectives.

Research

Little research has been carried out on marine mammals in Grenada. Earlier work has provided insights on historical 
exploitation, when whaling ships visited Grenada in the 19th century and a short-lived whaling industry was established in the 
1920’s, mostly for humpback whales and occasionally sperm whales. The diversity of marine mammals seems to be relatively 
low in Grenadian waters and includes the ‘black fish’ (short-finned pilot whale and similar species) that have been identified 
through interviews with fishermen.231 A compilation of marine mammal records was published in 2002 recording 11 species of 
marine mammals, with the humpback whale being the most commonly reported mysticete and several odontocetes being 
also frequently reported.232 The Nature Conservancy has supported high-end technology use to map habitats and coastal 
environments, including on Grenada, producing coral reef report cards. Drones, cameras, satellites and aerial mapping have 
been utilized.233 No specific data on marine mammals has yet been reported.

Strandings

No stranding data for marine mammals reported. Government response is unknown.

Captivity

No marine mammals in captivity. Government response is unknown.
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Acoustic disturbance

Grand Anse waterfront includes hotels, restaurants, dive shops and homes, while hosting hundreds of visitors and up to 
140 yachts per day. Fishermen also frequent the area. Without a coordinated strategy, such high traffic can leave the area 
vulnerable to overuse and pollution.234 There is no data specific to the effects on marine mammals.

Vessel strikes

Data on numbers of vessel collisions with marine mammals unknown/unreported.

Climate change

The impacts of climate change,235 loss of biodiversity and land degradation are viewed as the most important environmental 
issues facing Grenada and constitute the greatest threats to the economic well-being and livelihood of the population. Initiatives 
include the elaboration of the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan, the National Capacity Self-Assessment, the 
National Climate Change Policy, the Pilot Program on Climate Resilience, the Sustainable Land Management Policy, the National 
Hazard Mitigation Policy and the National Environmental Management Policy, Strategy and Action Plan, as well as the Integrated 
Climate Change Adaptation Strategies (ICCAS) project designed to provide a holistic approach to climate change adaptation 
and mainstreaming in Grenada, with the support of the German Development Cooperation (GIZ) and UNDP. This project has 
generated important institutional and operational frameworks and outputs,236 including a community-based climate fund.

Guyana

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

Wildlife Conservation and Management Act of 2016;237 but no specific marine mammal provisions or regulations; however 
species of whales and dolphins are listed on Schedule 1 and 2 (corresponding to CITES Appendix I and II species) requiring 
compliance with CITES permitting procedures for import or export; Fisheries Act of 2002 (refers to marine mammals as bycatch).

Species specific recovery or management plans No

No budget for marine mammals, and no management plans. 

Fisheries interactions

Fisheries interactions uknown; none reported; no directed take reported; industrial fishery in Guyana based in Georgetown 
consists of at least 129 trawl vessels; potential impact of Brazilian gillnet and Venezuelan trawl net fleet. 48% of trawl fleet is 
foreign owned.238 Hook and line red snapper fishery (at least 38 vessels); some 1300 artisanal fishers; Fish is main source of 
animal protein in Guyana; some education programmes for fishers exist;239 little collaboration between Wildife Commission and 
Fisheries; marine mammals not mentioned on Ministry of Agriculture & Fisheries website; only fish bycatch considered; 3 fishery 
sectors: subsistence, artisanal, and industrial.240 Data supplied to FAO include only commercial landings and rarely account for 
subsistence catches, IUU and discarded bycatch figures. Bycatch (turtle) reduction devices are utilized in some fisheries (seabob 
industry; to attain Marine Stewardship Council certification)241 Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certification review suggests 
little interaction between marine mammals and at least one Guyana fishery (seabob—bottom shrimp trawls used); no incidents 
of captures of Guiana dolphins; no reported manatee bycatch in shrimp trawls.242 

Habitat degradation and coastal development

90% of population lives in coastal zone;243 integrated coastal zone management policy, but lack of coordination among 
agencies; coastal mangrove swamps drained for agriculture and industry; tourism not as developed as Caribbean neighbors; 
mainly ecotourism in hinterland (except for Shell Beach which is major tourist attraction).244 
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Pollution and marine mammal health

High risk from oil development/transit; little to no contaminant testing; oil spill contingency plan in place; no training, no 
marine mammal observers; Guyana poised to be the next largest producer of oil in the Caribbean; Other companies are 
exploring and finding hydrocarbon resources—Tullow in the Orinduik Block ; oil companies expected to be active in Guyana 
for at least 20 years.245

Whale watch and associated activities

No organized whale watching or regulations, although ecotourism and birding is primary tourism in Guyana.246 

Protected areas and other management regimes

No marine protected areas.

Research

No short or longterm marine mammal research.

Strandings

Threat might increase with increasing oil production/vessel traffic; currently strandings low = 9 over the course of 10 years; 
informal response network.

Captivity

No facilities on Guyana, but a proposal to capture and export bottlenose dolphins was issued by several exporing companies 
in 2004. The proposals were ultimately denied.  Guyana captured bottlenose dolphins in May 2004. 10-14 animals were 
exported to Venezuela and seized by Venezuelan government officials. It is believed that most were subsequently released.

Acoustic disturbance

Oil production increasing; government response low.

Vessel strikes

No strikes reported; It is likely that the occurrence of ship strikes in the Caribbean region is highly underreported. With 
increasing oil production, threat increases to moderate. Government response is unknown.

Climate change

Assume threat level is high for entire Caribbean and SIDS—hurricane vulnerability, bleaching events. Government has reported 
emissions commitments (intended nationally determined commitments), forecasting 100% renewable energy by 2025. Guyana 
has an elaborate mitigation and renewables commitment and strategy, including prioritization of forest management—Guyana 
has maintained one of the lowest deforestation rates on Earth.247 
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Honduras

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation Yes

Specific legislation concerning the manatee248 and locally Decreto Ley No. 134-90, establishes that each municipality provides 
protection to marine mammals and marine protected areas; General Law on forestry, protected areas and wildlife, art. 316, 
NO.3-conservation and sustainable management of species and ecosystems that are found in protected areas;249 Ley general 
del ambiente. (general environment law); Manual de normas tecnicas para la vida silvestre (technical manual for wildlife).



I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

Species specific recovery or management plans No

No specific recovery or management plans.

Fisheries interactions

The Antillean manatee, T. manatus, is among the most threatened mammals in Honduras. Data from aerial, boat, and interview 
surveys were compiled between 2005–2007. The major cause of known mortality from 1970–2007, based on 26 records, was 
due to entanglement in fishnets. Despite local and federal protection,250 manatees are still poached and opportunistically 
caught in fishing nets.251 

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Increased coastal population and tourism, agricultural run-off and overfishing are issues impacting the Mesoamerican Barrier 
Reef system. Environmental licensing system is in place and other principles and regulations exist on protection, conservation, 
recovery, and sustainable use of water resources. General Water Law approved in 2009. Honduras drafted the Country Vision 
2010–2038 and National Plan 2010–2022 which pursues the sustainable management of natural resources and reduction 
of the environmental vulnerability, proposing the restoration of one million hectares, abating deforestation, consolidation 
of protected areas, and establishment of payment for ecosystem services (PES) mechanisms to finance protected area 
management. CleanSeas Campaign launched in 2017 by UN Environment, aims at engaging stakeholders in addressing 
marine litter and Honduras adopted Guatemala’s bio-fences made from recovered plastic debris in rivers across the country to 
trap and collect macro-plastic waste.An Integrated Ridge-to-Reef Management of the Mesoamerican Reef project (MAR2R) 
seeks to consolidate regional coordination and capacities for a harmonized approach to contribute to the conservation and 
sustainable use of shared freshwater, coastal and marine resources of the transboundary MAR ecoregion.252 

Pollution and marine mammal health

Plastics pollution has been documented in the Gulf of Honduras.253 Implementation of national contingency plan for oil spills 
and hazardous substances and Functional Guide for local contingency plan for companies with risk of oil spills.254 Through 
the UN Environment CleanSeas Campaign, launched in 2017, stakeholders are engaged in addressing marine litter, including 
the installation of bio-fences to trap plastic waste in rivers and similar projects.255 Management of marine debris an issue. A 
2018–2019 beach clean-up project identified foam as a major component of beach litter in the Gulf of Honduras.256 

Whale watch and associated activities

No organized industry; no regulations or guidelines.

Protected areas and other management regimes

Honduras has approximately 1000 km of coast (both Pacific and Caribbean). A total of 95 protected areas in Honduras are 
registered members of the SINAPH (Honduras National System of Protected Areas).257 NGOs (e.g. Ecological Association 
for the Conservation of Pico Pijol (Aecopijol), Association for the Ecological Conservation of the Bay Island (BICA), Cayos 
Cochinos Foundation, Cuero y Salado Foundation (Fucsa), Parque Nacional Nombre de Dios Foundation (Fupnand), Calentura 
Guaimoreto Foundation (Fucagua), Foundation for the Protection of Lancetilla (Prolansate), Parque Nacional Pico Bonito 
Foundation (Fupnapib) have signed protected areas management agreements with the government of Honduras since 
1996. In the context of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, the Bay Islands is defined as a high priority area for its rich biodiversity 
Refugio de Vida Silvestre Cuero y Salado, a Ramsar site which provides full protection for manatees, along with other Ramsar 
sites. A Marine Project, implemented by the Ministry of Environment, with UNDP and GEF funding is contributing to improve 
management and supporting co-management as governance mechanism.

Research

In 1990, the Institute of Marine Science was created as a private initiative on Roatan Island and has conducted rescues and 
recorded sightings of marine mammals since 1993.258 Collaboration with non-governmental organisations such as Maralliance, 
BICA, CEM, Fundacion Cayos Cochinos; Listing of marine mammal species on-going with the support of IUCN and WCS.259 
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Strandings

No stranding network established260 but ‘whales’ included in the category of species involved in ‘strandings of unknown 
reason’ being assigned a moderate level of threat impact.261 

Captivity

Captive facilities offer various programmes (encounter, action swim, snorkel, dive) coordinated by the Roatan Institute for 
Marine Sciences with bottlenose dolphins—while permits are issued they are not revoked for non-compliance; at least 17 
dolphins at the Roatan facility;262 No exemption sought under Protocol.

Acoustic disturbance

Threat unknown; boat traffic persistent, so potential threat present; government response unknown.

Vessel strikes

No documented reports; no manatee mortality has resulted from boat collisions and no manatees have been reported with 
propeller scars in Honduras.263 Government response unknown.

Climate change

A National Climate Change Strategy is being prepared as well as set of policies aimed at generating mitigation and adaptation 
options at the national and local level for three priority sectors: energy (transportation), land use change and forestry (LUCF), 
and water resources.264 A policy for adapting to the effects of climate change in the Honduran Caribbean Coastal Area was 
established in 2014, which includes vulnerability and adaptation measures, with specific adaptation plans for at least two 
protected areas in the MAR region have been developed: the Bay Islands and Cayos Cochinos.265 
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Panama

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation Yes

National legislation of relevance to marine mammals266 and specifically focusing on marine mammals exist;267 Established 
measures to reduce the risk of injuries and mortality of marine mammals in fisheries operations.268 

Species specific recovery or management plans No

No specific recovery or management plans.

Fisheries interactions

The Guiana dolphins’ home range involve coastal waters of Gandoca-Manzanillo (Costa Rica) and Changuinola (Panama) where 
they are commonly exposed to illegal fishing nets aimed at trapping sea turtles. Lack of data on cetacean mortality in fisheries 
interactions and direct takes as bait for shark fisheries. Gear and tools have been donated to assist whales entangled in fishing 
nets with the support of the National Coast Guard of Panama. IWC has conducted entanglement response training in 2012 (held 
in La Paz, Mexico), but focused on the Pacific coast.



I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Estimates are that in the last 50 years more than half of mangrove coverage has been reduced from 360,000 hectares in 1969 
to 170,000 ha in 2007. Major issues are intensive use of land for agriculture, urban expansion, extension of shrimp farming, 
run-off of contaminants, untreated wastewater, unsustainable fisheries (including industrial fisheries on the Pacific coast).269 
Panama hosts the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute, for over a century, supporting research and conservation initiatives, 
including marine ecosystems in the region and Panama. A National Marine Litter Action Plan [September 2020]270 is under 
public consultation. Through the ‘Trash Free Waters Partnership,’ communities engaged in implementing marine litter projects, 
also with the support of the UN Environment Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean (ROLAC), based in Panama 
City. The Ministry of the Environment in partnership with the NGO ANCON, installed trash booms on two major rivers in 
Panama City and conducted awareness raising campaigns in nearby schools. 

Pollution and marine mammal health

National contingency plan for oil spills in place. Since the expansion of the Panama Canal in 2016, maritime transport in the 
Caribbean is expected to increase ship sizes and changes in shipping line patterns with associated and various pressures 
including potential shipping disasters and others chronic such as oil discharges, loss of containers, garbage, sewage, air 
pollution, noise, anti-fouling treatments and invasive species.271

Whale watch and associated activities

Whale watching in the Caribbean coast concentrates in the Archipelago Bocas del Toro,272 in the northern part of Panama, 
where bottlenose dolphins are residents and are the main target. Despite official regulations273 and guidelines, engine and 
propeller noise are the principal causes of disturbances.274 A recent study275 revealed that in the presence of tour boats, 
dolphins were less likely to stay socializing and were more likely to begin traveling, and less likely to begin foraging while 
traveling. Boat operator compliance with Panamanian whale watching regulations is urgently needed to minimize potential 
long-term impacts on this small, genetically distinct population and to ensure the future viability of the local tourism industry.

Protected areas and other management regimes

Panama has a National System of Protected Areas (SINAP), which covers approximately 32% of the land area and 12% of the 
marine areas of the national territory. Three protected areas in the Caribbean, including Parque Nacional Isla Bastimento. No 
listing of MPAs under the SPAW Protocol.

Research

The most commonly observed species in both Panama and Costa Rica Caribbean coast is the bottlenose dolphin, being 
observed throughout the Caribbean coast, while the Guiana dolphin appears to be only found in nearshore waters of 
Gondoca-Manzanillo and in the Changuinola area in the Panama side.276 The NGO PANACETACEA has actively engaged in 
research since 2009.277 

Strandings

No formal stranding network is in operation, but protocols are being developed to create a national network to respond to 
strandings. Formal collection of data begun in 2009. Most efforts are located in the Pacific region.278 A field guide on marine 
mammals and reptiles was published In 2014 with data collection information.279 

Captivity

No captive animals; A proposed capture programme for up to 80 dolphins over the course of five years was opposed and 
abandoned in 2007.280

Acoustic disturbance

Maritime and intense boat traffic during dolphin watching in Bocas del Toro.
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Vessel strikes

The most common stranded species in the Caribbean coast is the bottlenose dolphin due to collision with dolphin watching 
boats. A sperm whale stranded on the Caribbean entrance of the Panama canal also died due to boat collision (unpublished 
data cited by May-Collado et al. 2018).281 Panama has implemented time-area speed restrictions when humpback whales are 
present.282 In 2014, IWC and SPAW partnered with Panama to host a workshop on ship strikes, with a focus on the Pacific.

Climate change

Panama is developing a National Climate Change Strategy with the establishment of periodic update of the national 
communications, a national climate change mitigation and adaptation strategy, as well as a programme fostering national 
scientific research on climate change.283

St. Lucia

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

Not specific legislation pertaining to marine mammals.284

Species specific recovery or management plans No

No specific recovery or management plans.

Fisheries interactions

St. Lucia maintains a hunt for pilot and other whales and dolphins, including pygmy and false killer whales (Feresa attenuata 
and Pseudorca crassidens respectively), bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), Atlantic and pantropical spotted dolphins 
(Stenella frontalis and Stenella attenuata), Fraser’s dolphins (Lagenodelphis hosei), melon-headed whales (Peponocephala 
electra), killer whales (Orcinus orca), and striped dolphins (Stenella coeruleoalba).285 The export of pilot whale meat from St. 
Lucia and St. Vincent to Antigua and Barbuda and the United States has been documented for personal and commercial use 
as recently as 2016.286 The hunt is unregulated and no catch data are recorded by the government but is estimated to number 
in the hundreds a year. No information on entanglement or bycatch in fisheries is available. No exemption under the SPAW 
Protocol has been taken for these activities.

Habitat degradation and coastal development

Through OECS (Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States), a number of policies and strategies are being put forward such 
as the Eastern Caribbean Regional Ocean Policy (ECROP) and Strategic Action Plan which were adopted by the Heads of 
Government in 2013. The drivers of ecosystem degradation are activities associated with poorly-planned coastal and urban 
development, unsustainable tourism, land based and marine sources of pollution, over-exploitation of living resources, 
removal of keystone species and the proliferation of invasive species. The development of a National Ocean Policy, a coastal 
masterplan and marine spatial plan have been initiated (2019) to support the promotion of Blue Economy. 

Pollution and marine mammal health

The island’s reefs are subject to impacts from land-based pollutants and sedimentation, which has threated near-shore 
fisheries. Sites with a higher proportion of terrigenous sediment were associated with lower coral and higher macroalgal 
covers and greater coral decline. An initial assessment by the Basel Convention Regional Centre (BCRC-Caribbean) identified 
major sources of mercury releases and their potential pathways to the ocean. Solid waste management, especially from the 
tourism industry, aimed at reducing the consumption and disposal of plastics in the Caribbean Sea is on-going through the 
development of sustainable alternatives.287 Government response unknown.
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Whale watch and associated activities

St. Lucia is among the countries with the largest growth in whale watch activities between 1998 and 2008.288 CaribWhale,289 an 
association of whale watchers in the Caribbean formed in 2000 but officially incorporated in 2007, held its last general assembly 
in St. Lucia in May 2010, but has not convened a meeting since. At least two-three active operators offer marine mammal viewing 
as the basis of operations. No guidelines have been adopted, but operators may be following former Caribwhale guidelines.

Protected areas and other management regimes

A 2017 study commissioned by the Caribbean Biodiversity Fund (CBF) indicates that Saint Lucia needs to triple the size 
of its current marine protected areas if it is to meet its 20% conservation goal.290 The Saint Lucia National Trust (SLNT), in 
conjunction with the Government of Saint Lucia through the Department of Fisheries, implemented the Project ‘Strengthening 
of the Pointe Sable Environmental Protection Area along the South-East Coast of Saint Lucia,’ as part of SPAW-CaMPAM 
efforts under the project ‘Climate Resilient Eastern Caribbean Marine Managed Areas Network (ECMMAN).’ St. Lucia is 
working to execute legal, regulatory, financial, policy and communications strategies to implement the Saint Lucia’s Systems 
Plan for Protected Areas, with support of IUCN’s Biodiversity and Protected Areas Management (BIOPAMA)programme.291 

Research

No established research programme under Government auspices and/or by non-profit organisations.

Strandings

Strandings data unknown. No formal network established or strandings reported. 

Captivity

A proposal was put forward (2017) for a dolphin facility by Discovery Dolphin Group in Pigeon Island. No facilities currently in 
place or regulation/legislation to address captive marine mammals.

Acoustic disturbance

Threat unknown; boat traffic as a potential threat present; government response unknown.

Vessel strikes

No documented reports, threat unknown; government response unknown.

Climate change

St. Lucia developed a National Adaptation Plan (NAP)292 defined as a 10-year process consisting of priority cross-sectoral and 
sectoral adaptation activities, complemented with Sectoral Adaptation Strategies and Action Plans (SASAPs) and guidelines 
(2018). The Government has secured a second round of funding through the United States In-Country NAP Support Program 
through the NAP Global Network under which various SASAPs, including a Resilient Ecosystems Adaptation Strategy and 
Action Plan will be developed as a priority in consultation with the National Climate Change Committee.
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St. Vincent and the Grenadines

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

Fisheries legislation does not address marine mammals. No stand alone legislation to protect marine mammals. Regulations to 
manage the humpback whale fishery were finalized in 2003.293



I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

Species specific recovery or management plans No

Marine mammals (cetacean spp.) hunted with no baseline research or management plan.

Fisheries interactions

Interactions high with directed take (hunting), low fishing density; no entanglement/bycatch data; Recently published catch 
data from 1949–2017 identifies the annual take of an average of 142.5 pilot whales (Globicephala marcrorhyncus) and 210.6 “other 
dolphins” out of Barrouallie.294 Killing of orcas not recorded before 2007, but since then at least 60 have been taken, including at 
least three in 2018295 and one in 2019.296 According to local records, at least nine orcas and nearly 200 pilot whales were taken in 
2017.297 Fishermen out of Bequia may take up to four humpback whales annually. The export of pilot whale meat from St. Vincent 
to Antigua and Barbuda and the United States has been documented for personal and commercial use as recently as 2016.298 
No exemptions for these activities sought under SPAW Protocol.

Habitat degradation and coastal development

More than 90% of the infrastructural development of St. Vincent and the Grenadines lies on a narrow coastal belt less than 
eight meters above sea-level; Watersheds have also been affected by land degradation due to “squatting, mono-cropping 
with poor agricultural techniques299; sewage dumped straight to sea.

Pollution and marine mammal health

Increasing attention and concern on high levels of heavy metals in small cetaceans that are consumed by local communities 
on Barrouallie that exceed FAO/WHO Hg advisory levels for consumption.300, 301 In many cases extreme variations were seen 
between maximum and minimum concentrations of mercury and selenium in the same tissue type, and further sampling and 
testing is necessary. Some data provided to emerging regional data collection programme under the Minamata Convention 
(for heavy metals, such as mercury). Collection and disposal aside, collected sewage is not treated in any manner. St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines does not possess comprehensive wastewater legislation.302 Oil spill contingency plan in place.303 

Whale watch and associated activities

Informal whale watching opportunistically conducted during ‘nature tours’ or private charters. More recently, a few nature 
tours conducting whale watching have stopped operations when orcas were killed in front of tourists in 2017.304 Whale watch 
operations may be threatened by active whale fishery.305, 306 No guidelines established.

Protected areas and other management regimes

The country has started to promote itself as a dive destination and has signed on to the Caribbean Challenge Initiative (CCI) 
with the pledge to protect 20% of its near shore marine and coastal resources by 2020.307 St. Vincent has 8 managed marine 
areas308 under Marine Parks Act of 1991, one proposed (South Coast Marine Park). St. Vincent and the Grenadines’ government 
has proactive programmes for marine management, fisheries regulations, youth education and community outreach. Tobago 
Keys Marine Park protects the largest area (52 km2) of corals and seagrass.309 Marine spatial plan for St. Vincent underway via 
the ECCMAN project (Eastern Caribbean Marine Managed Areas Network). MSP encompasses entire EEZ.

Research

No marine mammal research programmes are conducted. No baseline studies have been conducted. No analysis of the 
sustainability of the small cetacean hunts have been conducted. NGO on Union Island attended CARI’MAM training in 
Dominican Republic in November 2019 and participated in PAM training for potential deployment in the Grenadines.310 

Strandings

Strandings data unknown. No formal network established or strandings reported. 

Captivity

No facilities, no regulations.
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Acoustic disturbance

Cruise tourism to St. Vincent is moderate to intense.311 Cruise arrivals are up 7% in 2019.312 No oil and gas exploration.

Vessel strikes

Cruise tourism to St. Vincent is moderate to intense.313 Cruise arrivals are up 7% in 2019.314 No oil and gas exploration.

Climate change

Currently no monitoring of sea level, but there is a national Energy Action Plan and Mitigation Assessment, and St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines commits to achieving a 22% reduction in GHG emissions by 2025, and 15% reduction in electricity 
consumption through energy efficiency schemes.315 Largest contributor to reducing emissions is the installation of a 
geothermal electricity generating facility that is forecasted to meet 50% of the country’s electricity needs. A series of wells 
have been drilled, but geothermal facility not completely online yet.316 St. Vincent and the Grenadines has encountered 
difficulties in establishing a geothermal energy plant at the planned site.

Trinidad and Tobago

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

Marine mammals are protected locally under the Conservation of Wildlife Act of Trinidad and Tobago. Interacting with or 
handling these animals without a permit issued by the relevant authorities is an offense punishable by law.317 Environmental 
Management Act’s Environmentally Sensitive Species Rules. The Marine Areas (Preservation and Enhancement) Act [Chapter 
37:02] covers fish, coral, turtles, and any species of marine fauna. 

Species specific recovery or management plans No

No species-specific recovery or management plans.

Fisheries interactions

Trinidad and Tobago continue to opportunistically hunt short-finned pilot whales (Globicephala macrorhynchus), common 
bottlenose (Tursiops truncatus), spotted (Stenella sp.), and spinner dolphins (Stenella sp.).318 No annual estimates for the numbers 
of striped or bottlenose dolphins killed annually in Trinidad and Tobago have been documented.319 No exemptions sought 
under SPAW Protocol. 

Habitat degradation and coastal development

The majority of mangrove forests are found on the sheltered west coast (Gulf of Paria); which is occupied by more than 70% 
of the population and that has experienced the most intense development activities within the past five decades. Mangroves 
have been cleared for housing, industries, agriculture, roads and ports. Turtlegrass dominated seagrass communities are also 
exhibiting negative changes. Poor water quality due to coastal construction, reclamation and sedimentation from hillside 
development has been the main factor responsible for the loss of these beds.320 In 2012, a multi-sectoral Steering Committee 
was appointed by Cabinet to develop an Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) Policy Framework, Strategies and 
Action Plan. In 2014, a draft ICZM Policy Framework was prepared and in 2018, Cabinet appointed an Inter-Ministerial ICZM 
Committee chaired by the Ministry of Planning and Development to finalize the ICZM Policy through a public consultative 
process and oversee its implementation.
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Pollution and marine mammal health

The most industrialized economy in the English-speaking Caribbean.321 It is the leading Caribbean producer of oil and gas, 
and its economy is mainly based upon these resources contributing to 40% of GDP and 80% of exports.322 Adoption of the 
National Oil Spill Contingency Plan in 2013 and initially developed with the support of REIMPTEC-Caribe.

Whale watch and associated activities

No organized viewing industry,323 but operators offer swim with dolphin tours.324 

Protected areas and other management regimes

The Buccoo Reef, established 1973, is the only MPA in the country. As a RAMSAR site, it is the largest coral reef system in 
country; including coastal mangroves, lagoons, seagrass beds, reef flats, fore-reefs and back-reefs. Coral cover 19% (2012). 
National Protected Areas Policy 2011.325 Threats from coral bleaching events, land-based pollution, coastal development, 
tourism, identified in PA Systems Plan in 2018.326

Research

Research efforts are basically those of the University of the West Indies, School of Veterinary Medicine, emanating from 
stranding network response, including monitoring and examination of animals.327

Strandings

There is an active Marine Mammal Stranding Network (TTMMSN) [cetaceans and manatee], The University of the West 
Indies, School of Veterinary Medicine, Aquatic Animal Health Unit, generating data and working to mobilise communities. 
Responsible Government Agency: Forestry Division-Wildlife Section, Ministry of Agriculture, Land and Fisheries. A compilation 
between March 2015 and February 2020 indicates that at least 31 individuals of five species were involved in strandings in 
Trinidad and Tobago.328

Captivity

No captive programmes and unknown Government response.

Acoustic disturbance

Noise from large vessels and off-shore platforms and seismic surveying identified as threats.329 Seismic surveys have been 
carried out since 2001.330 There are no legal guidelines for the mitigation of seismic operations.

Vessel strikes

No documented reports, threat unknown; Government response unknown. High level of vessel traffic associated with oil industry.

Climate change

Largest producer of oil and gas in the Caribbean and its economy is dependent on its energy supplies; it is also the fifth 
largest exporter of liquefied natural gas (LNG) in the world. Climatic change needs to be factored into water management 
strategies, drought management vulnerable sectors are the coastal resources, agriculture, forestry, health, and food security.331 
A National Climate Change Policy provides policy guidance for the development of a low-carbon economy and actions to 
address climate change, including adaptation and mitigation measures, in various sectors with a view towards reducing or 
avoiding greenhouse gas emissions from all emitting sectors; enhancing carbon sinks, and building resilience of human and 
natural systems to adapt to the adverse impacts of climate change.332 
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United States

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation Yes

The U.S. Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA),333 prohibits inter alia the following activities with marine mammals, with limited 
exceptions: import, export, transport, purchase, sale, and take on the high seas or in waters or on lands under the jurisdiction of 
the U.S. (including harass, hunt, capture, collect, and kill). Additional protections are provided for marine mammal species listed 
as endangered or threatened under the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA).334 The ESA prohibits inter alia the following activities 
with ESA-listed endangered wildlife, with limited exceptions: import; export; take within the United States or the territorial sea 
of the United States, or upon the high seas (including harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect); 
possession, sale, delivery, carriage, transport, or shipment, by any means whatsoever, of specimens taken in violation of the ESA; 
delivery, receipt, carriage, transport, or shipment in interstate or foreign commerce, by any means whatsoever and in the course 
of a commercial activity; sale or offer for sale in interstate or foreign commerce. The ESA prohibitions for ESA-listed endangered 
wildlife may also be extended by regulation to ESA-listed threatened wildlife. The Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, a 
part of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, is responsible for regulations335 governing the humane handling, care and transport of 
marine mammals at public display facilities (i.e., aquaria and zoos) and research facilities, as well as requiring the establishment of 
Institutional Animal Care and Use Committees under the Animal Welfare Act.336 

Species specific recovery or management plans Yes

Species recovery and/or conservation plans are required for those species listed as depleted, endangered, or threatened 
under the MMPA or ESA, and requires the designation of critical habitat and research.337

Fisheries interactions

NOAA Fisheries implements the Marine Mammal Authorization Program, which provides exemptions to certain commercial 
fisheries for the incidental death or serious injury of marine mammals during commercial fishing operations. Under Section 
118, Category I and II fisheries are those that frequently and occasionally kill or seriously injure marine mammals, respectively.338 
Category I and II fisheries are subject to fishery observer coverage if requested (observer coverage is historically low in some 
fisheries); Federally-mandated stakeholder-based take reduction teams recommend measures to reduce bycatch to below 
a biological reference point; several species of large whales threatened by fisheries entanglements (e.g. North Atlantic right 
whales on east coast in Atlantic lobster and crab fisheries; humpbacks in west coast crab trap/pot fisheries) and entanglement 
of bottlenose dolphins in gillnet and crab trap/pot fisheries in the southeast region; the Florida subspecies of West Indian 
manatees is also taken in crab trap/pot fisheries. MMPA Sec. 101(a)(2) import provision promotes and incentivizes reduction in 
bycatch via requirements for importing nations to meet U.S. protection comparability standards and utilizing List of Foreign 
Fisheries reporting;339 special provisions for dolphin protection within yellowfin tuna fishery;340 the MMPA mandates that all 
commercial fisheries be classified by the level of incidental marine mammal death and serious injury. The level of marine 
mammal death and serious injury that occurs incidental to each fishery is reported in annual stock assessments. 

Habitat degradation and coastal development

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has a consultation and environmental impact assessment (EIA) process for any coastal 
development; habitat degradation significant in southeast region, such as fresh-water intrusion in coastal habitats (e.g. 
Mississippi Sound) threatening estuarine and coastal dolphin populations341 and agricultural runoff and contaminants in 
coastal waterways (e.g., Indian River Lagoon, where dolphins suffer from a variety of skin lesions and pathologies342, 343); 
dramatic coastal erosion along U.S. coasts (86% of U.S. beaches at high level of erosion)344 Pelagic and coastal aquaculture 
proposals increasing (introduction of antibiotics into food chain; risk of invasive species; potential entanglement for marine 
mammals).

Pollution and marine mammal health

Perennial harmful algal blooms contributing to marine mammal Unusual Mortality Events;345 high levels of contaminants and 
HABs in southeastern U.S. impacting dolphins and manatees;346 impacts of ‘cold stress’ on manatees; pelagic and coastal 
aquaculture proposal increasing (introduction of antibiotics into food chain). Recovery from historical oil spills ongoing 
(Deepwater Horizon in 2010); funding of restoration activities under the provisions of the Oil Pollution Act by the responsible 
party will expedite recovery timelines.
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Whale watch and associated activities

Intensive whale watch operations in Pacific Northwest targeting Southern Resident Killer Whale populations;347 Patchwork 
of regulations and guidelines.348 Regulations for humpbacks in Alaska and Hawaii, and for Right whales on east coast ; 
elsewhere voluntary regional viewing guidelines and collaborative educational outreach programmes (e.g. DolphinSMART and 
WhaleSENSE).349 

Protected areas and other management regimes

Four SPAW listed MPAs; Stellwagen Bank sanctuary’s Sister Sanctuary Program began in 2007350 to increase public awareness 
and help improve recovery of the shared population of humpback whales through joint research, monitoring, education and 
other programmes (marine mammal focused sanctuary). NOAA’s National Marine Sanctuary system is the trustee for a network 
of underwater parks encompassing more than 600K miles of marine and great lakes waters, including 14 national marine 
sanctuaries and two marine national monuments.351 Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary established 
in 1992;352 (management plan adopted in 2002);353 participation in SPAW Sister Sanctuary programme with Stellwagen National 
Marine Sanctuary on east coast. The U.S. also has National Wildlife Refuges and National Parks in the Caribbean Region.354 The 
Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge in Florida was created specifically for the protection of manatees.

Research

National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) has six regional science centers that conduct extensive and ongoing scientific 
research related to marine mammals (Northeast Fisheries Science Center, Southeast Fisheries Science Center, Southwest 
Fisheries Science Center, Northwest Fisheries Science Center, Alaska Fisheries Science Center, and the Pacific Islands 
Fisheries Science Center). There area a number of other federal, state, academic, and NGO scientists conducting marine 
mammal research (e.g., U.S. Geological Survey, Clearwater Aquarium manatee research, Sarasota Dolphin Research Program). 
Section 117 of the MMPA requires the development of stock assessment reports utilizing scientific information on a stock’s 
geographic range, abundance, status, and threats.355 Research on marine mammals requires a permit(s) under Section 104 
of the MMPA or both an MMPA Sec. 104 and ESA Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit, depending on the ESA status of the species.356 
Jurisdiction for implementation of the MMPA is split between the National Marine Fisheries Service and the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (FWS). Both the FWS (ePermits) and NMFS (Authorizations and Permits for Protected Species (APPS) maintain 
online and/or hardcopy application systems which include applications for marine mammal research and other activities.357 

Strandings

National U.S. stranding network organized into five Regional response networks authorized and overseen by NMFS (Pacific 
Islands, Southeast; West Coast, Greater Atlantic, Alaska Regional Offices),358 stranding network comprised of 120+ organizations 
and agencies including NGOs, research institutions, aquaria, universities, government and tribal agencies (includes SeaWorld, 
National Aquarium, The Pacific Marine Mammal Center, International Fund for Animal Welfare, Oregon State University, Alaska 
SeaLife Center, etc),359 each with a dedicated response area along the U.S. coastline. Basic information on marine mammal 
stranding events, including findings of human interaction, are compiled into a national database.360 The U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service has 5 main field offices that work with several partners to respond to injured or distressed marine mammals (e.g., state 
fish and wildlife agencies, Caribbean Stranding Network, Monterey Bay Aquarium, Alaska SeaLife Center, etc.).

Captivity

A permit is required under Sec. 104 of the MMPA to import or capture marine mammals for public display; A public display 
permit is not required to simply maintain marine mammals that have already been taken under a Sec. 104 permit for public 
display in zoos and aquariums. Public display permits are not available for species listed as depleted under the MMPA or 
threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). Captivity of depleted, threatened, and endangered 
marine mammals may occur under an MMPA Sec. 104 research or enhancement permit or both an MMPA Sec. 104 and ESA 
Sec. 10(a)(1)(A) research or enhancement permit, depending on the ESA status of the species. Also, an exhibitor’s license or 
research registration from the U.S. Department of Agriculture/APHIS under the Animal Welfare Act is required for captive 
marine mammals in zoos, aquariums, and research facilities. The MMPA requires NMFS and USFWS to maintain an inventory 
of captive marine mammals.361 There are approximately 100 facilities in the U.S. (including one in the U.S. Virgin Islands) holding 
approximately 1230 marine mammals under NMFS’ jurisdiction.362 
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Acoustic disturbance

Naval testing and training exercises usiing active sonar, explosions, and other noise-making military equipment (i.e., U.S. naval/
submarine test base Atlantic Undersea Test and Evaluation Center-AUTEC in Bahamas), seismic surveys, renewable energy 
surveys and construction activities (e.g., pile driving), and scientific surveys that unintentionally take marine mammals may 
require ‘incidental take authorizations’ under the MMPA;363 shipping and recreational vessels significant source of noise in the 
oceans; shipping and cargo vessels; cruise lines. NOAA has an agency-wide Ocean Noise Strategy, which seeks to ensure that 
NOAA is more comprehensively addressing underwater noise impacts to aquatic species and their habitat.364 

Vessel strikes

Vessel strikes are a significant threat to several species of marine mammals (e.g., North Atlantic right whales365; manatees) 
Every year since 2016, the number of manatees killed by boats has increased—despite slow-speed zones being marked.366 The 
U.S. employs a number of regulatory and non-regulatory programmes to reduce the risk of large whale vessel strikes along 
the east and west coasts. These actions include the mandatory North Atlantic right whale vessel speed rule (implemented in 
2008),367 voluntary dynamic management areas, and ongoing outreach efforts to the maritime community. Additionally, NOAA, 
in collaboration with the U.S. Coast Guard, modified the shipping lanes off Boston and created recommended vessel routes 
within core right whale habitats to reduce vessel strike risk.368, 369 

Climate change

Climate guidance drafted to inform ESA and MMPA actions in light of anticipated future climate conditions; NMFS climate 
working group.370

Venezuela

I N D I CATO R T H R E AT I N T E N S I T Y C O U N T R Y R E S P O N S E

National legislation No

No marine mammal specific legislation.371, 372 Per enacted legislation on the conservation of species and their habitats, a given 
species may only be exploited or ‘used’ when the country has enacted exploitation programmes; hence, no marine mammal 
species are subject to exploitation, which is prohibited, although enforcement remains a challenge.

Species specific recovery or management plans Yes

Action Plan for the Conservation of aquatic mammals of Venezuela; river dolphins, otters and manatees 2017–2027.373 Species 
listed in national Wildlife Red Book: Humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae), fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus); sperm 
whale (Physeter macrocephalus), manatee (Trichechus manatus), boto (Inia geoffrensis); Guiana dolphin (Sotalia guianensis).
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Fisheries interactions

At least 11 species of small cetaceans are targeted in directed hunts; Venezuela is the most important fishing nation in the 
eastern Caribbean. Between 1995 and 2014 its motorised fleet size has doubled to more than 20 thousand vessels but its 
total annual catches have roughly halved during the same period.374 Coastal bycatch of small cetaceans in gillnet fisheries is 
likely, but poorly documented. Venezuela is reported to conduct whale-associated purse seine sets for tuna year-round in the 
Caribbean. From observer data, between 1991 to 2006 at least nine marine mammal species were found to be incidentally 
caught by Venezuelan and U.S. industrial pelagic longline fisheries, including common dolphins, long-beaked common 
dolphins, pilot whales, Risso’s dolphins, pygmy sperm whales, beaked whales, right whales, killer whales, pantropical and 
Atlantic spotted dolphins, and spinner dolphins.375 Venezuela prohibited trawling through law (Ley de Pesca y Acuicultura, 
Decree 1.408, 13 November2014, Official Gazette, number 6.150 extraordinary of 18 November 2014), to address predatory 
practices that damage fauna and endanger marine mammal species protected by the Venezuelan State. The Guiana and 
bottlenose dolphins are also known to be incidentally captured by gillnets where estimates of 140–180 individuals/year 
and 3–5 manatees per year are reported in Lake Maracaibo.376 Trawl fisheries have documented the bycatch of bottlenose 
dolphins.377, 378 Together with Center for Shark Research [CIT-Venezuela] a programme has been established to remove 
phantom nets from coastal and reef areas of importance to both cetaceans and elasmobranchs. Fishing with explosives is 
common in some areas. Bottlenose and spinner dolphins may be subject to the highest levels of hunting around Margarita 
Island. Tucuxi (Sotalia fluviatilis) and botos (Inia geoffrensis), are directly taken for their blubber and teeth, or for use as bait. 
From 1990–2008, an estimated 840 botos were taken by villages along the Orinoco River. Estimated but unconfirmed figures 
of small cetaceans hunted per year range from several hundred to 21,000 per year.379 Direct takes are included among main 
threats for manatees (for meat, skin and bones), Neotropical and Giant otters (for pelts), Guiana dolphin (for meat) and the boto 
(for use as bait in the fisheries of catfish (Calophysus macropterus)).380

Habitat degradation and coastal development

The effects of mining activities in the Orinoco basin requires attention. Inappropriate discharge of untreated wastewater in 
coastal areas has been identified as a major environmental issue.381 A “National Water Quality Information System” (SNICA) 
is currently under development, which aims to compile and standardize information on pollutant loads from land-based 
sources throughout the national territory. The establishment of inns and hotels in National Parks warrants attention as such 
developments are in areas of great vulnerability such as in the National Park los Roques. The Ministry of Popular Power for 
Ecosocialism (MINEC) executes water quality monitoring programmes in the main basins of the Center and West of the 
country and has 431 inventoried treatment systems, which include: 257 industrial and municipal wastewater treatment plants, of 
which 77% are operational and have the Registry of Activities Susceptible to Degrade the Environment (RASDA); 28 anaerobic 
lagoons; operating 61%.; four treatment plants under construction and three being adapted for adequacy; 138 Treatment 
systems that are under review.

Pollution and marine mammal health

In Lake Maracaibo, studies on-going with Sotalia guianensis, to assess levels of mercury, vanadium, cadmium and lead in their 
tissues and in fish identified in their diet. Plans to replicate the work with Trichechus manatus in the near future. A National 
Oil Spill Contingency Plan is in place but no risk assessments available.383 As a major oil producer, considerable tanker traffic 
exists and the country has suffered a number of spills in marine and riverine environments. There is a bilateral cooperation 
agreement with Trinidad and Tobago.384

Whale watch and associated activities

No formal industry organised nor officially authorized activities, with sporadic and low demand. At least 2 operators in the State 
of Anzoátegui (Northeastern Venezuela).385
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Protected areas and other management regimes

Activities allowed in coastal marine protected areas are established and regulated in their respective management plans and 
use regulations, according to their characteristics and conservation requirements.386 MPA permits are issued for fishing and 
recreational activities; not exclusive zones, but within their limits certain practices are controlled. Monitoring and enforcement 
are a challenge. No specific MPAs created or considering marine mammals, but have been established with other objectives 
such as protection of mangroves, economic importance of fisheries. Overlap with marine mammal habitat offering a certain 
level of protection. Through the execution of the Project ‘Strengthening the System of Coastal Marine Protected Areas of 
Venezuela,’ a series of proposals were made to increase the coverage of priority ecosystems with coastal marine protected 
areas and strengthen management of existing areas, through the creation or expansion of Coastal Marine Protected Areas 
(CMPA) based on their biological and ecological attributes, namely: creation of 5 new CMPA with over 78,500 ha (Montecano 
Peninsula de Paraguaná Natural Monument, Falcón state; Aquatic Habitat Area for Intensive Use Controlled Gulf of Cariaco, 
Sucre state; Laguna El Saco Wildlife Reserve, Nueva Esparta state; Macanao Wildlife Reserve, Nueva Esparta state and Punta 
El Palo Wildlife Reserve, Nueva Esparta state); proposals for the expansion of 3 existing areas (National Parks: Henri Pittier, Paria 
Peninsula and the Gran Morichal Wildlife Reserve) with 106,462 ha; and the expansion of the Isla La Tortuga Tourist Interest Area 
with 71,945 ha. Likewise, the development and updating of management instruments (Management Plans and Use Regulations 
- PORU) for six CMPAs with 505,850 ha, as well as guaranteeing connectivity between CMPAs, through the identification of 
4 marine corridors with an area of approximately 5,000,000 ha. These proposals are supported by technical documents duly 
validated by the communities and authorities of the responsible Ministries and under the process of approval.

Research

On-going research programme, ‘Proyecto Sotalia’ focusing on the Guiana dolphin, Sotalia guianensis, in Lake Maracaibo, as 
well as research, conservation and awareness of aquatic mammals in the country, dependent on foreign financial support. A 
collaborative project is ongoing involving NGOs, universities and governmental bodies to assemble a national database on 
strandings, yielding more than 600 records (noted below).

Strandings

Between 1988–2014, an average of 23 strandings per year were recorded. For the same period, a total of 624 strandings were 
recorded, with 59% due to fisheries interactions, direct takes and ship strikes.387 In the last three years an estimated 15–20 
strandings have occurred, without considering accidental captures, where animals are often discarded at sea by fishermen 
prior to being recorded. During 2020 (January–September) a total of 9 strandings have been registered (MINEC database). The 
Ministry of Popular Power for Ecosocialism-MINEC, coordinates a national network of strandings, made up of officials from this 
Ministry and the National Parks Institute (INPARQUES) with the support of security and civil protection agencies and organized 
communities. To this end, a stranding care manual and a protocol for data collection were developed, based on the SPAW 
Stranding guide (MINEC DGDB).

Captivity

Tursiops truncatus kept in Waterland, an ex situ conservation center registered and authorized by the MINEC, located in 
Nueva Esparta state. In this center, ‘dolphin assisted therapy‘ is offered (regulated according to the Law for the Protection of 
Wild Fauna and its Regulations, Rules for the operation of zoos, aquariums and the like, and the Law for the Management of 
Biological Diversity).388

Acoustic disturbance

The main source of noise is vessel traffic (boats, small ships, commercial ships and tankers) and some degree of disturbance 
caused by dredging and seismic exploration activities. The boto and the manatee are also impacted by boat traffic intensity.389 
Oil exploration by Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA) is much diminished currently, but daily oil spills are still reported according 
to research on Guiana dolphins in Lake Maracaibo. There are no adopted guidelines for the mitigation of seismic operations 
but all the mitigation measures must comply with Presidential Decree 1257 on Norms for environmental evaluation of activities 
likely to degrade the environment (MINEC DGDB).390

Vessel strikes

Strandings have been attributed to vessel strikes, which are also known to occur with small cetaceans.391 There are no 
significant records to date (MINEC DGDB). No governmental response.
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Climate change

Venezuela has substantial legal and regulatory framework, for the implementation of policies, programmes, plans and projects, 
and actions aimed at adaptation and mitigation to the effects of climate change, to face conditions of vulnerability, to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, and enhance sinks or improve carbon sequestration sources: In 2019, the General Directorate for 
Adaptation and Mitigation of Climate Change was created, establishing an institutional framework for climate, in the Ministry 
of People’s Power for Ecosocialism (MINEC) and in the country, including a National Commission on Climate Change; National 
Inventory of Greenhouse Gases, with emission calculations made for four emission sectors defined by the Intergovernmental 
Group of experts on Climate Change (IPCC) in its 2006 guidelines: Energy; Processes Industrial and Product Use; Agriculture, 
Forestry and Other Land Uses; and Waste; Implementation of the National Economic and Social Development Plan, enacted 
as law referring specifically to climate change in its objective number 5; Development of a series of laws aimed at addressing 
the existing vulnerability conditions, such as: Coastal Zones Law, Forestry Law, Law of Comprehensive Management of Socio-
Natural and Technological Risks and Law of Biological Diversity Management; as well as those related to climate change: 
Organic Law of the Environment, Penal Law of the Environment, Water Law, Law of Integrated Management of Garbage 
and Law of Use Rational and Efficient Energy, among others; the results obtained from the application of the various plans, 
programmes have contributed to climate change adaptation and measures in specific areas, such as human settlements, 
water resources, health and coastal areas.392

S U M M A R Y O F M E AS U R E S A D O P T E D BY S PAW C O N T R AC T I N G PA RT I E S
The following table (pages 50–51) provides a visual overview of general benchmark measures implemented in 
support of the MMAP, and complementary to the country-by-country analysis in the previous section.

These benchmarks are not exhaustive and do not represent all possible measures that could be adopted or 
implemented by a Contracting Party to address or mitigate a particular threat. These more general benchmarks can 
be considered recognized milestones of action for each threat indicator or category.
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Figure 3. Table of general measures adopted by SPAW Contracting Parties to implement the objectives of the MMAP. Notes: i. Note 
that Parque Nacional Natural Gorgona in the Colombian Pacific coast has a Management Programme for Marine Mammals. ii. Panama 
has implemented time-area speed restrictions in Pacific waters when humpback whales are present. iii. In development



R E G I O N A L T H R E AT S A N A LY S I S 
The economic and political pressures that exist in the 
Wider Caribbean Region (WCR) for the maintenance 
and expansion of fishing, oil and gas exploration, 
tourism, and coastal development activities all 
have the potential to impact negatively on marine 
mammals and their habitats. The cultures of peoples 
utilizing living marine resources in the WCR vary 
considerably. The development of the region and 
its present and future generations depend on 
conservation, protection, and sustainable utilization of 
marine resources.
 
Where socio-economic pressures often dictate the 
management of marine resources, collection of data to 
support marine mammal conservation may not always 
be a high priority. Although the economic potential of 
utilizing marine mammals is considered an attractive 
option by some communities, it is often undertaken 
in the absence of information needed to conduct 
these activities sustainably. The challenge of uniting 

marine mammal conservation and socioeconomic 
needs of the peoples of the WCR is intensified by a 
lack of precise information about current distribution, 
abundance and utilization of marine mammals, 
by often underfunded and understaffed national 
capacities, and by competing priorities.

The Cartagena Convention is the only regional legal 
framework for the protection and development of 
coastal and marine resources of the Wider Caribbean. 
The Convention offers a common foundation on 
which to build regional collaboration towards better 
management of coastal and marine resources. The 
WCR covered by the treaty comprises the Caribbean 
Sea and the Gulf of Mexico, an area encompassing 
both island and continental countries and territories, 
and therefore includes not only the States of the 
insular Caribbean but also continental Central America 
as well as the States of the northern coast of South 
America (Figure 4). The Convention is supported by 
three technical agreements or Protocols on Oil Spills, 

Figure 4. Map of the WCR (UNEP 2020).
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Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW) and 
Land-Based Sources of Marine Pollution (LBS). 

Of these Protocols, The Protocol concerning Specially 
Protected Areas and Wildlife, is the only legally binding 
biodiversity treaty for the WCR, and the only region-
wide environmental treaty that protects critical marine 
and coastal ecosystems, while promoting regional co-
operation and sustainable development.

Marine Mammals in the Caribbean Large  
Marine Ecosystem
At least 37 species of marine mammals have been 
documented in the WCR393—seven species of 
baleen whales (Mysticeti), 26 species of toothed 
whales (Odontoceti), two sirenians (the West Indian 
manatee, Trichechus manatus; and Amazonian 
manatee, Trichechus inunguis), and three pinnipeds 
(the now-extinct Caribbean monk seal, Neomonachus 
tropicalis; the hooded seal, Cystophora cristata;394 
and the California sea lion, Zalophus californianus—
an introduced species).395, 396 At least seven of these 
species are IUCN Red Listed as critically endangered, 
endangered or vulnerable, and at least eight are data 
deficient.397 Similarly, several countries including 
Colombia, France, Dominican Republic and Venezuela 
have also determined the conservation status of 
marine mammals under their national jurisdiction, red 
listing species accordingly (see Figure 5).

The Region serves as primary habitat for marine 
mammal critical activities such as feeding, mating, 
and calving. Data concerning the life history and 
distribution of these species in the Caribbean Sea 
and Gulf of Mexico are relatively lacking, despite 
some of these species being intensively studied 
elsewhere. However, focused regional and local 
research efforts and initiatives are being launched to 
address these data gaps.

A literature review conducted under the regional 
LifeWeb398 project in the Wider Caribbean, meant to 
map and analyse essential marine mammal habitats 
for subsequent transboundary management and 

protection, found that most of the existing data in the 
region focus on four marine mammal species: the 
humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae), sperm 
whale (Physeter macrocephalus), common bottlenose 
dolphin (Tursiops truncatus), and the West Indian 
manatee.399 More recently, regional research efforts 
under the Caribbean-wide Orca Project are reviewing 
the status of the killer whale, minke whale and false 
killer whale in the WCR.400

The MMAP (2008) recognizes 11 categories of threat 
or areas of need that could serve as a comprehensive 
framework for characterizing, evaluating and 
addressing marine mammal protection in the Region. 
Ideally, these pressure points would be addressed in 
the development and implementation of conservation 
management plans for marine mammals by SPAW 
Parties, serving as indicators for the prioritization of 
funding and capacity building at the local, national and 
regional levels.

A broad and comprehensive visual overview of the 
threats in the Region can be accessed through the 
LifeWeb Project portal.401 This multi-year Project 
(2010–2014) developed by UNEP with the funding and 
collaboration of the Spanish Government resulted in 
mapping general ranges and distribution for marine 
mammals and human impacts. Species distribution 
and richness maps are available for 25 species of 
marine mammals in the project, along with graphical 
representations of protection measures that have been 
put in place for the Region.

Visually, as represented by the LifeWeb Mapping 
Application, the threats to marine mammals in the 
region are diverse and intense. Although dated, this 
information is the most comprehensive data available, 
but would benefit from supplementation with national 
data regarding species status and distribution at the 
local level.
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Order CETACEA

Balaenopteridae
Balaenoptera 

musculus
Blue whale 1991 EN EN DD

Balaenopteridae
Balaenoptera 

physalus
Fin whale 1991 EN EN DD EN

Balaenopteridae
Balaenoptera 

borealis
Sei whale 1991 EN EN EN

Balaenopteridae
Megaptera 

novaeangliae
Humpback

whale
1991 LC EN DD VU VU VU

Physeteridae
Physeter 

macrocephalus
Sperm whale 1991 VU VU EN VU

Delphinidae
Sotalia 

fluviatilis
Tucuxi 1991 DD VU

Delphinidae
Sotalia 

guianensis
Guiana
dolphin

1991 NT VU VU VU

Delphinidae
Tursiops
truncatus

Common 
bottlenose

dolphin
1991 LC NT

Iniidae
Inia

geoffrensis
Amazon river 
dolphin, Boto

1991 EN VU VU

Order SIRENIA

Trichechidae
Trichechus 

manatus
West Indian

manatee
1991 VU EN EN EN407 No

C O N S E RVAT I O N S TAT U S O F M A R I N E M A M M A L S R E D L I S T E D U N D E R  
N AT I O N A L J U R I S D I C T I O N I N T H E WC R

Note: A blank means species not assessed nationally
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Figure 5. Conservation status of marine mammals red listed under national jurisdictions in the WCR.
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Entanglement and bycatch
Fisheries of the Wider Caribbean are diverse, multi-
species, and predominantly artisanal. In many 
locations, coastal communities depend upon fisheries 
for food and income, and small-scale fisheries serve an 
important role in local economies.408 Finfish and other 
marine bycatch are widespread and highly variable, but 
data on marine mammal bycatch is severely lacking. 

Globally, bycatch and entanglement remain the 
greatest immediate and well-documented threat to the 
survival of some species and populations.409 Estimates 
indicate that hundreds of thousands of cetaceans 
die annually in interactions with fisheries. A review 

Figure 6. LifeWeb map representing threat density and intensity overlay, and including shipping, coastal fishing, 
coastal development, pollution, live takes and captivity, and cumulative human impact.

of available data on interactions with endangered, 
threatened and protected species (ETP) in global 
marine commercial and artisanal fisheries includes 
annual estimates of 650,000 marine mammals.410 The 
gear type contributing the most to annual levels of 
overall marine life discard and bycatch is the bottom 
trawl,411 but gillnets contribute the most to marine 
mammal bycatch.412 

In the WCR, countries lack the resources, expertise 
or technology to monitor or manage the bycatch of 
marine mammals.413 Of note, in the authors’ review 
of fishery reports from the region, the mention of 
marine mammals or marine mammal bycatch was 

1 .  F ISHERIES INTERACTIONS ( INCLUDING BYCATCH AND DIRECTED TAKE)



completely absent.414 However, information on 
marine mammal interactions with regional fisheries is 
reportedly sought by the Caribbean Regional Fisheries 
Mechanism (CRFM) Secretariat from member states, 
but little information is available. Further, no mention of 
marine mammals or marine mammal bycatch occurs 
in the CRFM Strategic Plan 2013-2021 or common 
fisheries policies, despite there being reference to 
a code of conduct for responsible fisheries and the 
reduction of incidental catch of seabirds and bycatch 
management.415

Most of the fisheries within the Wider Caribbean have 
been recognised as fully or overexploited, and the 
problem of unsustainable fisheries and fishery practices 
noted.416 Even in countries where commercial fisheries 
are not present, inshore fisheries may be overexploited 
and many nations have sought to increase the use 
of fish aggregating device technologies (FADs) or 
longline fishing to improve fishery yields.417 Research 
into what role the availability of fish and other prey 
species might play in supporting marine mammal 
populations in the region have not been undertaken; 
one study notes that toothed whales may be impacted 
by fisheries extractions more so than baleen whales 
that generally do not feed in Caribbean waters.418 

Generally speaking, the most valuable fisheries are the 
invertebrate fisheries, including for spiny lobster, Queen 
conch, and shrimp. Many of these specific fisheries are 
larger, more commercial operations, and coupled with 
longline fisheries for tuna and swordfish, comprise the 
main industrial fisheries in the region outside of the 
predominant artisanal fisheries.419 
 
Although most of the artisanal fisheries utilise hook 
and line, some marine mammal bycatch has been 
reported in or near FADs, including the entanglement 
of a sperm whale calf near Guadeloupe in 2013, and a 
young sperm whale in 2016.420, 421 Artisanal FADs and 
the debris from FADs are noted as the main cause 
of entanglement for sperm whales. There is growing 
concern about entanglements in FADs worldwide, as 
the numbers of FADs is increasing rapidly, along with 
derelict FADs, whose risk remains virtually the same 
as ‘active’ FADS.422 FADs being deployed from Pacific 
vessels working in the Caribbean or Atlantic have also 
been reported in Belize.423 The Caribbean FAD Tracking 
Project hosts a reporting page where individuals can 
submit data relating to the location and type of FADs 
that are found in the Region.424 Of additional concern, 
there have been anecdotal reports of fishermen using 
gasoline around FADs to deter dolphins.425 
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Figure 7. Location of FADs in the WCR as of July 2020. Image courtesy of the Caribbean FAD Tracking Project.



Entanglement of cetaceans in fishing gear, both active 
and ghost gear, has been noted as an increasing issue 
of concern for the Wider Caribbean. At least 18 of the 
marine mammal species that occur in the WCR have 
been recorded as interacting with fishing gear, and 
at least 16 species of marine mammals have been 
documented as bycatch in artisanal and commercial 
fishing gear, including longlines, gillnets, trawls, beach 
seines, and traps.426 Of the 16 species reportedly 
caught in fisheries in the Caribbean Large Marine 
Ecosystem (CLME), the most frequent interactions 
include with pilot whales, Risso’s dolphins, tucuxi, and 
beaked whales.427 

One report suggests that 20 or more sperm 
whale entanglements may have occurred in the 
eastern Caribbean in 2015 alone.428 Sperm whale 
entanglements have also been noted in Aruban 
waters429 and humpback whales were found entangled 
in fishing gear off Martinique in 2009 and Guadeloupe 
in 2010.430 Humpback whale, sperm whale, and 
manatee entanglements in the Dominican Republic 
have been reported.431 

On Guadeloupe, there was only one reported case 
of an entanglement (a pantropical spotted dolphin) 
between 1998 and 2009; there were at least seven 
documented cases of whale entanglements (three 
humpbacks, three sperm whales, one beaked 
whale) by 2016.432, 433 A team from Guadeloupe 
(Association Evasion Tropicale) who were trained in 
disentanglement techniques by the IWC, were able to 
disentangle three of these whales.434 

Data compiled under the LifeWeb project reveals that 
the coastal fishing effort is concentrated in distinct 
areas of the Caribbean, including in the southern 
Caribbean on the northern Brazilian shelf. Hot spots 
have been identified and overlap with sperm whale 
occurrence, for instance, in several regions of the 
Caribbean, including around Hispaniola and the 
eastern and French Caribbean islands.

Documenting entanglements is challenging. If not 
observed at sea, stranded animals may bear evidence 
of interactions with fishing gear. However, it is 

important to note that carcass recovery is historically 
low in all locales, where a stranded animal may 
represent only a fraction of entanglements or other 
fisheries interactions that might occur.435 Estimates 
place recovery of cetacean carcasses with evidence 
of fisheries interactions or reports of entanglements as 
low as 3–10% of total numbers that may be involved in 
such incidents.436 In the Caribbean, carcass recovery 
is extremely low where prevailing currents trend 
westward away from islands, making the stranding 
of carcasses less likely.437 This means that the risk of 
entanglement may far exceed the reported evidence 
available to gauge the actual threat posed by 
entanglement with fishery gear within the Region.

Small cetaceans are also known to become entangled 
in fishing gear in the region; a photo-identification 
study of scarring in bottlenose dolphins, Atlantic 
spotted dolphins, and false killer whales in Aruban 
waters found that most human-related injuries in 
the three species were likely due to interaction with 
fishing gear. Furthermore, major disfigurements were 
observed in all three species and could be attributed 
to interactions with fishing gear.438 The 2010 CEP 
Regional Management Plan for the West Indian 
manatee notes that entanglement in fish and shrimp 
nets is a threat to the species.439 
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Figure 8. Sperm whale entangled in a FAD near Guadeloupe in March 
2016. Image courtesy of Caroline Rinaldi, Association Evasion Tropicale.



Artisanal hook and line. Information on artisanal hook 
and line fisheries is limited, although some rapid 
assessments suggest that several hundred marine 
mammals may be taken in artisanal gillnet fisheries 
per year.440 Where bycatch is prohibited, or where 
protections of cetaceans or other marine mammals 
are not enforced, under reporting or no reporting 
hampers the evaluation of the true magnitude of 
bycatch in the region. 

Longlines. In an analysis of observer data from 1991 
to 2006, at least nine marine mammal species were 
found to be incidentally caught by Venezuelan and 
U.S. industrial pelagic longline fisheries operating in 
the CLME, including common dolphins, long-beaked 
common dolphins, pilot whales, Risso’s dolphins, 
pygmy sperm whales, beaked whales, right whales, 
killer whales, pantropical and Atlantic spotted dolphins, 
and spinner dolphins.441 

Globally, longline fisheries account for .4 million tons 
of discards or bycatch with an average discard rate of 
12.3%. Bottom longlines produced the most discards 
from all longline fisheries.442 

Gillnets. Marine mammal bycatch in gillnets has been 
documented in the region, including Belize (West 
Indian manatee), Colombia (West Indian manatee, 
cetaceans), Mexico (West Indian manatee and toothed 
cetaceans), Venezuela (West Indian manatee and 
cetaceans), and the United States (cetaceans).443 
Gillnets appear to be major threat to several species 
in the Region. Although not more recently, Tucuxi 
(Sotalia fluviatilis) have been documented in drift 
gillnets in western French Guiana,444, 445 Nicaragua446 
and in Venezuela,447 while a 2006 study of Jamaican 
fisheries found that 4% of fishers (n=127) reported 
bycatch events of bottlenose dolphins, manatees, and 
spotted dolphins in gillnet fisheries.448 The Guiana 
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Figure 9. Example of LifeWeb mapping data overlaying sperm whale distribution and fishing effort.
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dolphin (Sotalia guianensis) and common bottlenose 
dolphin are also known to be incidentally captured by 
gillnets in Colombia and Venezuela where estimates of 
140–180 individuals/year and 3-5 manatees per year are 
reported in Lake Maracaibo.449, 450 The major cause of 
known mortality of manatees in Honduras from 1970–
2007, based on 26 records, was due to entanglement 
in gillnets.451 Bottlenose dolphins and other cetaceans 
are incidentally caught in gillnet and crab trap fisheries 
in the southeastern United States and Gulf of Mexico 
adjacent to or part of the Caribbean region. Of the 49 
commercial fisheries on the U.S. east coast, 39 have 
documented bycatch, with the highest numbers of 
documented bycatch occurring in fisheries in the 
Atlantic Caribbean, Gulf of Mexico large pelagic 
longline, and Mid-Atlantic gillnet fisheries.452, 453

An assessment conducted in 2014 of targeted and 
incidental bycatch of manatees in fisheries suggests 
that manatees are still hunted, but the incidental 
bycatch in fisheries is relatively low.454 When a 
manatee is caught on purpose (directed take), some 
fishermen in the region often eat or sell the animal—
but when caught by accident, or incidental to fishing 
operations, the majority release them or discard (if 
dead).455 However, bycatch of manatees in fisheries was 
reported in Belize, Mexico, Colombia, Haiti, Venezuela, 
and the Dominican Republic.456 

Globally, gillnet fisheries produced .8 million tons of 
discards with an average discard rate of about 10.1%.457 

Trawl fisheries. Bottom trawl shrimp fisheries have a 
high bycatch footprint around the globe, including in 
the Caribbean where shrimp trawl fisheries are one of 
the most valuable fisheries in the Colombian Caribbean 
Sea and Gulf of Mexico.458, 459 Globally, about 45.5% 
(4.2 million tons) of total annual discards were from 
bottom trawls, with an average discard rate of 21.8%.460 
However, estimates of the impacts of this fishery in the 
Caribbean are less clear.461 Monitoring and reporting 
of bycatch are lacking throughout the Caribbean. 
Beyond causing damage to sensitive seabed habitats, 
trawl fisheries have high levels of bycatch of primarily 
juveniles of targeted species, finfish, sponges and 
other invertebrates, and non-targeted species such 

as sea turtles. Trawl fisheries in Venezuela, Suriname, 
and French Guiana have documented the bycatch of 
bottlenose dolphins in these fisheries, as well as in the 
Southeastern United States.462, 463 

Outside of these countries, marine mammal bycatch 
has not been reported in shrimp trawl fisheries in the 
Caribbean, but because of a lack of monitoring and 
reporting throughout most of the Caribbean, the lack 
of evidence of marine mammal bycatch in the literature 
should not be considered definitive. The ongoing FAO 
project entitled “Sustainable Management in Latin 
America and Caribbean Trawl Fisheries (REBYC-II 
LAC) (2015-2020) ” is working to promote sustainable 
and responsible fisheries, including the reduction of 
bycatch in the fisheries of target countries, including 
Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Suriname, Trinidad 
and Tobago, and Mexico.464 However, even the FAO 
international guidelines to reduce bycatch address 
fish and sea turtle bycatch, but do not directly address 
marine mammal bycatch specifically.

However, a comprehensive review is currently 
underway by the FAO on the “Means and methods 
to reduce marine mammal bycatch in commercial 
fishing operations and aquaculture” following an expert 
workshop held in March 2018.466 

Country responses. In the United States, federally 
appointed multi-stakeholder teams are appointed 
to evaluate marine mammal bycatch in a variety of 
fisheries against potential biological removal (PBR) level 
and recommend measures to reduce bycatch.467 Take 
reduction teams operating relevant to the Caribbean 
are the bottlenose dolphin take reduction team that 
assesses marine mammal bycatch in fisheries spanning 
from New York to Florida, and the Gulf of Mexico, and 
responds to limits set by the U.S. Marine Mammal 
Protection Act through a variety of measures, including 
mandated observer programmes, regulatory restrictions 
on fisheries, area closures, gear modifications, and 
outreach and education programmes. The U.S. also has 
a robust network of emergency responders to attempt 
disentanglements of small cetaceans and large whales 
after observation and assessment to mitigate life-
threatening entanglements.



In response to the growing concern about marine 
mammal entanglements in the Region, the IWC, in 
collaboration with the SPAW Programme, held training 
workshops in November 2012 in La Paz, Mexico; 
September 2013 in Panama; September 2013 on St. 
Martin; April 2014 in Samana, Dominican Republic; 
December 2015 on Guadeloupe and Martinique; and 
in Colombia in September 2017.468 Recent guidelines 
have been put forward under UNEP/CMS on the safe 
and humane handling and release of small cetaceans 
accidentally bycaught in fishing gear, recognising 
that reducing stress and increasing the safe release of 
animals, and thus potential for survival, are an integral 
part of sustainable fisheries goals.469 Campaigns for 
removal of gear and some training to fishermen is 
offered in the Dominican Republic and in Venezuela 
in conjunction with the Center for Shark Research for 
both cetaceans and elasmobranchs.470 

In summary, the limited information on marine 
mammal bycatch and entanglements does not permit 
more general categorizations as to the severity of 
this threat in the Wider Caribbean, but there are clear 
areas of concern (e.g., documented entanglements on 
Guadeloupe, and along the Brazilian shelf including 
the Orinoco river delta and Maracaibo Lake where 
bycatch of tucuxi (Sotalia fluviatilis) and Guiana 
dolphin (Sotalia guianensis) occurs).471 Fishing with 
explosives, although illegal in most countries, is 
common in some areas of the Amazon Basin and in 
Venezuela, this practice is still in use and has been 
reported as a threat to botos.472 

Existing LifeWeb maps may provide a bird’s eye 
view of areas where marine mammal species overlap 
with high-intensity fishing activity and help to guide 
local assessments of national fisheries activity and 
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Figure 10. Coastal fishing effort density. LifeWeb Mapping Application output based on data current to 2012.



bycatch inquiries, but population assessments of local 
densities and aggregation patterns are required before 
this data can be meaningful.

Highlights

 Ƥ It is clear from this data that the threat of bycatch 
and entanglement of marine mammals is a 
regional issue of significant concern and should be 
considered a priority in the short-term.

 Ƥ Artisanal and small-scale fisheries comprise the 
majority of fisheries in the Caribbean region. 
The importance of near-shore environments for 
bycatch in coastal fisheries points to the need for 
a comprehensive regional bycatch assessment 
and analysis to inform targeted bycatch reduction 
measures and marine spatial planning, and better 
understand spatial and temporal bycatch patterns.

 Ƥ Bycatch is a more significant threat for those 
species that most frequently interact with fisheries, 
including bottlenose dolphins, pilot whales, Risso’s 
dolphins, tucuxi, Guiana dolphin, and beaked 
whales. Because of the data deficient status of 
many of the marine mammal species in the WCR, 
including cetacean population assessment and 

habitat use, the full population impact of bycatch 
remains unknown.

 Ƥ Large whale entanglements do occur in the 
region, including increasing documentation of 
entanglements in FADs, highlighting the need for 
gear marking and disentanglement efforts.

 Ƥ Considering that long-lived and late-maturing 
marine mammal taxa are vulnerable to population-
level impacts from the incidental capture in 
fisheries, the prioritization of the collection of 
marine mammal bycatch data by regional fisheries 
organizations is critical.

 Ƥ The level of engagement from fisheries organisations 
in the region in addressing marine mammal bycatch 
is low, despite increased and positive cooperation 
with the SPAW Programme over the last decade. 
Marine mammal references and data are missing 
from regional fisheries reports and action plans.

 Ƥ Despite progress and mandates to strengthen 
cooperation with fisheries organizations, there is a 
significant gap that still must be bridged in adopting 
and implementing measures to reduce bycatch and 
other threats posed by fisheries interactions.

Directed take and hunting
Populations of baleen whales and the sperm whale 
have been systematically hunted to near extinction 
during the past four hundred years. In spite of decades 
of global protection by the IWC, some populations 
have yet to show signs of recovery.473 In the WCR, 
only one country currently conducts ‘whaling’ with 
oversight by the IWC where cetaceans are killed for 
human consumption. Others use great whales for 
food opportunistically, such as when bycaught or 
stranded. Small cetaceans, however, are subject to 
both opportunistic and organized ‘takes’ (killing or live 
capture) by seven out of the 17 parties to the SPAW 
Protocol in their territorial waters.474 

More specifically, since 2000 five parties have exported 
parts or products of small cetaceans for commercial 
purposes. At least three parties have high levels 

of hunting, including St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines, and Venezuela (see Figure 14). However, 
opportunistic hunting of some small cetaceans 
continues to occur throughout the Region.475, 476 

The Bequians of St. Vincent are currently authorized 
by the IWC under its Aboriginal Subsistence Whaling 
provisions to take up to 28 humpback whales between 
2019–2025 provided the meat and products are used 
exclusively for local consumption in St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines.477 Since 2015, fishermen have killed five 
humpback whales there.478 

St. Vincent also hunts small cetaceans, mainly 
‘blackfish’ such as short-finned pilot whales 
(Globicephala macrorhynchus), orcas (also known 
as killer whales, Orcinus orca) and other dolphin 
species.479, 480 Small cetaceans have been hunted 
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for their meat and blubber in St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines (SVG) since the early 20th century, 
exclusively out of the leeward village of Barrouallie. 
While short-finned pilot whales were originally the 
primary target, other dolphin species now represent 
the predominant take, with a peak of over 1,000 killed 
in 2009. Recently published catch data from 1949–2017 
identifies the average annual take of 142.5 pilot whales 
and 210.6 “other dolphins” out of Barrouallie.481 

Orcas (Orcinus orcas) are also hunted in St. Vincent 
waters. The killing of orcas is not recorded before 2007, 
but since then at least 60 have been taken, including at 
least three in 2018482 and one in 2019.483, 484 According 
to local records, at least nine orcas and nearly 200 pilot 
whales were taken in 2017.485 Species targeted in these 
hunts include the spinner dolphin (Stenella longirostris), 
short-finned pilot whale (Globicephala macrorhynchus), 
Atlantic spotted dolphin (Stenella frontalis), killer whale 
(Orcinus orca), Fraser’s dolphin (Lagenodelphis hosei), 
False killer whale (Pseudorca crassidens), Risso’s 
dolphin (Grampus griseus), melon-headed whale 
(Peponocephala electra), Clymene dolphin (Stenella 
clymene), striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba), dwarf 
sperm whale (Kogia simus), and rough-toothed dolphin 
(Steno bredanensis).

Hunts are conducted from small boats, powered by 
gasoline engines, using hand-thrown harpoons and 
deck mounted harpoon guns (modified shotguns). The 
hunts occur year-round and are unregulated. No quotas 
are set and no catch records are maintained by the 
government.

In St. Lucia, there are hunts for pilot and other whales 
and dolphins, including pygmy and false killer 
whales (Feresa attenuata and Pseudorca crassidens 
respectively), bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), 
Atlantic and pantropical spotted dolphins (Stenella 
frontalis and Stenella attenuata), striped dolphins 
(Stenella coeruleoalba), killer whales (Orcinus orca), 
Fraser’s dolphins (Lagenodelphis hosei) and melon-
headed whales (Peponocephala electra).486 The export 
of pilot whale meat from St. Lucia and St. Vincent, to 
Antigua and Barbuda and to the United States has 
been documented for personal and commercial use 

as recently as 2016.487 The United States reported the 
import (and confiscation) of pilot whale meat from 
St. Vincent in 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 
2014, 2015 and 2016 (totaling 89.79 kg), registered for 
personal use but some for commercial purposes. Law 
enforcement data document 29 separate confiscations 
of meat over that period, all at San Jose airport.488 

Other countries, including Trinidad and Tobago 
continue to opportunistically hunt short-finned 
pilot whales (Globicephala macrorhynchus), false 
killer whales (Pseudorca crassidens), common 
bottlenose (Tursiops truncatus), spotted (Stenella 
sp.), and spinner dolphins (Stenella sp.).489 No annual 
estimates for the numbers of striped or bottlenose 
dolphins killed annually in Trinidad and Tobago have 
been documented.490 Opportunistic take of sperm 
whales and unidentified delphinid species has been 
documented in Haiti.491 Reports from organizations 
working on the ground in Haiti, for instance, have 
reported recent takes of dolphins (Stenella spp.) by 
fishermen using spears.492

Small cetaceans have been hunted in Venezuela 
since the 1960s and utilized for a variety of purposes, 
including for human consumption, oil production, and 
for bait in catfish, crab and shark fisheries. Of the 20 
species found in Venezuelan waters, 11 are known to be 
targeted in hunts.493 Bottlenose and spinner dolphins 

Figure 11. Drying cetacean meat in Barrouallie, St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines. Image courtesy of Fundación Cethus.
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may be subject to the highest levels of hunting around 
Margarita Island off eastern Venezuela. However, 
tucuxi (Sotalia fluviatilis) and Amazon river dolphins, 
also known as boto (Inia geoffrensis), are killed in more 
remote regions for their blubber and teeth, or for use 
as bait. From 1990–2008, an estimated 840 boto were 
taken by villages along the Orinoco River. Estimated 
but unconfirmed figures of small cetaceans hunted per 
year range from several hundred to 21,000 per year.494 
A 2016 workshop identified the illegal hunting for meat 
and for use as bait as the major threat to freshwater 
aquatic mammals in Venezuela.495

Elsewhere along the Brazilian shelf and as part of the 
Caribbean Large Marine Ecosystem, the taking of 
unspecified species of dolphins in French Guiana 
has been cited, but the numbers are unknown.496 
Several thousand dolphins of mixed species are killed 
in Brazil annually in directed hunts, including tucuxis 
and botos, despite the prohibition of hunting, killing 
or harassment of cetaceans since 1987. Although the 
killing of botos is illegal in Brazil, where their meat 
and blubber is used as shark bait in longline or for 
the piracatinga (catfish) fishery, large areas in the 
Amazon region are remote with poor monitoring and 
enforcement. Numbers of cetaceans killed for these 
fisheries is reportedly increasing, and commercial 
exports of piracatinga to Colombia and for local 
consumption continues to grow.497, 498 

Overall, few formal data are available regarding 
numbers of animals taken, and it is likely that dolphin 
species are targeted and hunted in significant numbers 
opportunistically throughout the region.499

Although manatees have been documented in 27 
countries in the WCR over the past two decades, 
year-round populations of manatees occur in only 
20.500 Most populations are estimated at below one 
hundred individuals with patchy distribution.501, 502 
In most parts of the species’ range, the population 
status of manatees is unknown, population sizes have 
never been estimated, and population trends are 
uncertain, although local and regional experts suggest 
that numbers in many countries may be declining at 
present. Heavily hunted in the past, they have played 

an important role in the folklore and traditions of 
indigenous peoples of the region. 

Currently, manatees are hunted throughout the 
Caribbean both opportunistically (e.g., taken by 
accidental entanglement in fishing nets) and through 
directed take. Although the numbers taken are 
relatively small, because they are long-lived and slow 
to reproduce, they are susceptible to over-exploitation 
like most marine mammals. For example, illegal 
hunting represents the greatest threat to manatees in 
Colombia. There and elsewhere, manatees are killed 
for their meat by coastal and riverine fishermen but 
are also subject to entanglement in fishing nets. Illegal 
hunting has been documented in Belize and other 
manatee range states, such as Panama, Costa Rica, 
Mexico, Haiti, Honduras, Dominican Republic, Guyana 
and Venezuela.503, 504, 505, 506 In October of 2019, near 
Anse-à-Foleur on the north coast of Haiti, three adult 
manatees were killed by local fishermen who caught 
them in their nets near the coast.507 

The killing of even a few manatees every year may 
represent the difference between growth and decline 
of the very small manatee populations in the WCR.

Figure 12. Dead dolphin killed near BonBon Haiti, southwest 
of Jeremie, near Abricots in August 2020. Image courtesy of 
Haiti Ocean Project. 



Figure 13. One of three manatees killed in October 2019 in 
Anse-à-Foleur Haiti. Image courtesy of Haiti Ocean Project.

While only a relatively few countries in the WCR 
actively hunt or consume marine mammals, some 
countries have asserted their political and sovereign 
right to reserve this activity for the future. Several 
countries have become more outwardly supportive 
of marine mammal exploitation since joining the 
International Whaling Commission (IWC).508 Several 
countries, including CRFM States, are guided by the 
overarching principle of sustainable use of living 
marine resources including marine mammals based 
on the importance attached to prioritizing human 
needs and recognizing the importance of food security, 
nutrition, livelihoods, employment and socio-economic 
development. However, principles of sustainable use 
must be based in the best scientific data available, and 
population level assessments are non-existent for most 
marine mammal populations within the WCR.

Because the status of most marine mammal 
populations in the Caribbean is unknown, the impact 
of direct hunting on marine mammal populations 
in the WCR is uncertain. Furthermore, some marine 
mammals in the WCR might be expected to carry high 
contaminant burdens, which should be of concern 
with regard to human consumption of cetacean 
products. Mercury and other heavy metals and 
persistent toxins exist in the environment from both 
natural and man-made sources and bioaccumulate 
in cetaceans and other marine mammals.509 Due to 
their position at the top of the food chain, toothed 
cetaceans tend to accumulate higher contaminant 
loads.510 Note: see also below under Pollution and 
Marine Mammal Health section.
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Figure 14. Crafts made with cetacean bones and teeth in St. 
Vincent and the Grenadines. Image courtesy of Fundación 
Cethus.
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S U M M A R Y O F TA K E S A N D C O M M E R C I A L U S E BY S PAW PA RT I E S ( A N D T E R R I TO R I E S)

C O U N T R Y
S M A L L C E TAC E A N S CAU G H T A N D  
U S E D F O R H U M A N C O N S U M P T I O N  

S I N C E 2000

E X P O RT S O F C E TAC E A N M E AT O R  
OT H E R P R O D U C T S F O R C O M M E R C I A L 

P U R P O S E S S I N C E 2000

THE BAHAMAS - -

BARBADOS - -

BELIZE - -

COLOMBIA  · boto, tucuxi, pantropical spotted dolphin -

CUBA
 · not for consumption
 · many live captured

-

DOMINICAN 
REPUBLIC -

 · 1,920 carvings in 2004 (mainly commercial) 
 · sperm whale oil in 2003

FRANCE

(Guadeloupe) - -

(Martinique) - -

(Saint Martin) - -

(French Guiana)
 · unspecified dolphins
 · numbers not known

-

GRENADA - -

GUYANA - -

HONDURAS - -

NETHERLANDS

(Aruba) - -

(Curacao) - -

(Bonaire, Saint 
Eustatius and Saba) - -

(Sint Maarten) -  · 0.548 kg meat in 2014 (T)

PANAMA -  · 16 “specimens” in 2006/7 (T)

ST. LUCIA

 · hundreds annually: Pilot whales, common 
dolphin, pygmy killer whale, Fraser’s dolphin, 
melon-headed whale, false killer whale, 
pantropical spotted dolphin, Clymene dolphin, 
striped dolphin, Atlantic spotted dolphin, 
bottlenose dolphin

 · 2.08 kg meat in 2015 
 · 2 kg meat in 2016 

ST. VINCENT 
AND THE 

GRENADINES

 · annual average of 142.5 pilot whales and 210.6 
“other dolphins” (spinner, Atlantic spotted, 
killer whale, Fraser’s dolphin, False killer whale, 
Risso’s dolphin, melon-headed whale, Clymene 
dolphin, striped dolphin, dwarf sperm whale, 
rough-toothed dolphin) 

 · 60 killer whales since 2007

 · a total of 89.6 kg meat in 29 separate exports in 
2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2014, 2015 
and 2016 (personal and commercial)

TRINIDAD AND 
TOBAGO  · striped and bottlenose dolphin (1990–2009) -
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Highlights

 Ƥ SPAW Parties and other countries in the WCR still 
legally and illegally take (hunt, capture, kill) far too 
many marine mammals annually, and specifically 
cetaceans, in violation of their commitments to 
the SPAW Protocol.512 Some marine mammals are 
opportunistically and directly targeted for hunting 
as a food source and for use as bait in fisheries in 
the WCR.

 Ƥ At the most recent COP 10 in Roatan, Honduras, 
Contracting Parties adopted a series of 
recommendations relating to cetacean protection, 
including the promulgation of national legislation 
prohibiting the take, capture, killing and harassment 
of marine mammals, including all cetacean species 
and the West Indian manatee.513 Parties called upon 
member states to report the numbers and species of 
cetaceans taken in hunts and identify research needs 
and opportunities to collect and share data relating 
to the distribution of cetaceans in the Region.

 Ƥ Currently, no Parties are reporting the directed takes 
(hunting) of marine mammals. These takes require 
an exemption under the SPAW Protocol. Unlike for 
Article 11(2) exemptions, guidance has not been 
articulated for Parties for actions that might be 
pertinent under Article 14.

 Ƥ Those countries seeking an exemption for 
traditional marine mammal hunting activities under 
Article 14 would require population assessments 
to determine that such activities do not “cause 
either the extinction of, or a substantial risk to, or 
substantial reduction in the number of, individuals 
making up populations of species of fauna, 
particularly migratory species and threatened, 
endangered or endemic species.”514

 Ƥ Because no baseline data is being collected on 
targeted populations, the impact of these hunts 
on local or regional marine mammal populations is 
unknown.

2.  HABITAT DEGRADATION AND COASTAL DEVELOPMENT

Caribbean marine and coastal habitats are 
characterized by coral reefs, mangrove forests, and 
seagrass meadows. Beach habitats may be important 
for sea turtles and other marine life, but it is the coastal 
and pelagic habitats that are relevant to discussions 

focused on marine mammal protection. The pelagic 
deep-water ecosystems are where many species 
spend their full or partial lifecycle, and also contribute 
to global climate regulation. 

Figure 15. Table of SPAW Contracting Parties participating in hunting or commercial trade in cetaceans. Source: Animal Welfare 
Institute (2019).511 Note: ‘Takes’ reflected in this table include illegal (poaching) and legal hunts and captures, and opportunistic takes 
(non-targeted) in fisheries (e.g., bycatch). Data reflect ‘takes’ that are documented in the literature, but for which the differentiation 
between types of ‘takes’ is not always possible or quantifiable.

UNITED STATES - -

(Puerto Rico) - -

(US Virgin Islands) - -

VENEZUELA

 · thousands annually (for human consumption, 
medicine and bait)

 · eleven species targeted, mainly, bottlenose 
dolphin, spinner dolphin, tucuxi and boto

-



of the region declines with both positive and negative 
impacts while the vulnerability of the coasts to extreme 
weather events and sea levels rise.

Coastal development. Within the past five years, the 
Kingdom of the Netherlands, St. Lucia, St. Kitts and 
Nevis, Jamaica, Dominica, Antigua and Barbuda, the 
U.S. Virgin Islands, and the Bahamas have announced 
resort, marina, or port development projects that 
are located in or adjacent to sensitive ecosystems 
containing corals, mangroves and seagrasses.518 
Despite adoption by various countries of policies and 
strategies such as integrated coastal zone management 
over the last decades, tools such as environmental 
impact assessments do not normally account for 
marine mammal conservation in most WCR countries. 
Examples of more recent coastal development projects 
impacting the coastal marine environment include 
the Curaçao Mega Cruise Pier expansion project;519 
construction of Coral World dolphin facility in St. 
Thomas;520 Bahamas Lighthouse Point Disney Cruise 
Line pier, marina and guest complex in Eleuthera;521 and 
Bimini dredging project for a pier expansion involving 
the relocation of endangered corals.522 

Fossil fuel production. Oil and gas production can 
take a heavy toll on coastal environments through the 
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Habitat degradation is noted as a severe problem 
across the Caribbean Sea Large Marine Ecosystem 
(CLME). Human activities such as infrastructure 
expansion, population growth and urbanization, 
land-based and marine-based tourism, fishing and 
harvesting of living resources, mining, fossil fuel 
exploration and development, wastewater and solid 
waste disposal, shipping, and agriculture can impact 
near-shore and pelagic marine environments where 
marine mammals feed, socialize, travel, or rest. These 
marine habitats are found across approximately 15 
million km2 of the Wider Caribbean, comprised of 
three adjacent large marine ecosystems, including the 
Gulf of Mexico, Caribbean Sea and North Brazil Shelf.515 
The CLME represents 3.3 million km2 and is bound to 
the south and west by the North Brazil Shelf LME and 
to the north by the southeastern limits of the Gulf of 
Mexico LME.516 Together, these three areas comprise 
the Wider Caribbean.

Regional key indicators of marine habitat health 
in the region, including coral cover, recruitment, 
health, fish and invertebrate diversity are considered 
poor. Mangroves and seagrass are also in decline, 
and monitoring across the region is inadequate to 
adequately assess impacts of their loss or degradation 
to coastal marine mammal species. Overfishing 
and invasive species (e.g. lionfish) can alter the 
composition of ecosystems, which can lead to further 
degradation of associated habitats (e.g., continuing 
coral decline resulting from excessive nutrient loads 
and a reduction in herbivorous fish). Cargo and other 
vessels utilize shipping lanes that transit important 
marine mammal corridors. 

Mapping exercises under the LifeWeb Project indicate, 
for instance, that for the North coast of the Dominican 
Republic, there are areas with intense commercial 
traffic overlapping well-known habitats for humpback 
whales, including the Marine Mammal Sanctuary of 
the Dominican Republic. This is a similar scenario for 
North of Puerto Rico and for Martinique, Guadeloupe, 
and St. Kitts and Nevis, where critical areas for the 
specific marine mammal species (except the Manatee) 
overlap with high maritime traffic.517 Furthermore, as 
habitat degradation continues, the tourism potential 

Figure 16. An increase in stranded stillborn and juvenile 
dolphins found in the Gulf of Mexico from 2010 to 2013 likely 
caused by chronic illnesses in dolphins exposed to oil from 
the Deepwater Horizon spill. Photo courtesy of Louisiana 
Department of Wildlife and Fisheries.



development of shipping and receiving ports and 
terminals, and through oil spills that degrade pelagic 
and coastal marine ecosystems. (See Section 3. 
Pollution and Marine Mammal Health, below.)

Sargassum. Since 2011, regular influxes of sargassum 
into the Wider Caribbean region is a cause of 
increasing concern. Pelagic Sargassum is a type of 
brown alga or seaweed that forms large floating mats, 
often referred to as ‘golden tides.’ Satellite images 
have shown unusually high amounts of Sargassum 
spreading throughout the tropical Atlantic and 
Caribbean Sea in 2018.523 It negatively impacts fisheries, 
waterways, shorelines and tourism, but more research 
is required to determine the nature and scope of the 
ecological impacts due to sargassum blooms in the 
region, and any specific impacts on marine mammals. 
Sargassum also provices refuge for migratory species 
and serves as an important habitat for a vast array 
of invertebrates and fish species, sometimes acting 

Figure 18. LifeWeb mapping that reveals coastal development threatens the coastal ecosystems of the WCR. Data current to 2012.
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Figure 17. short-finned pilot (Globicephala macrorhynchus) 
whale stranded in Sargassum in Barbados in 2015. Photo 
courtesy of J. Horrocks.

like a floating ‘FAD’ for some pelagic species, but its 
proliferation is problematic. Coastal dead zones have 
been associated with sargassum influx, where dead 
fish, turtles and other marine life have occurred in over 
60% of the territories in the region.524, 525 
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Highlights

 Ƥ Most countries have adopted and are 
implementing tools and strategies for the 
conservation and maintenance of goods and 
services by coastal and marine habitats, such as 
integrated coastal management plans. However, 
coastal development and habitat destruction 
remain a significant challenge for many countries 
within the WCR.

 Ƥ Countries utilizing an ecosystems-based approach 
and integrated coastal zone management often 
do not include marine mammal protection when 
conducting environmental impact assessments as 
fundamental to all coastal and deep-water planning 
and development projects and permitting. 

 Ƥ SPAW Contracting Parties are currently not 
reporting or seeking STAC review of all significant 

coastal development projects prior to approval for 
assessment of pertinence under the Exemptions 
provision of the SPAW Protocol (Article 11(2)) to 
enhance environmental review and assessments 
regarding marine mammal considerations.

 Ƥ Basic wastewater disposal, including the disposal 
of raw sewage, continues to challenge some 
Contracting Parties in the Region, many of whom 
continue to dump untreated wastewater directly 
into the ocean.

 Ƥ The influx of sargassum into the WCR since 
2011 has become a significant management and 
potential health and safety issue that requires better 
understanding and expertise regarding disposal 
and prevention. 

3.  POLLUTION AND MARINE MAMMAL HEALTH

Although pollution in the CLME affects all three 
ecosystem types, its impacts are typically more 
evident along the coastal zone. Pollution problems in 
the CLME can be linked to a diversity of both land-
based and marine sources and activities: e.g. tourism, 
households, industry, agriculture, forestry, mining, boat 
construction and cleaning, shipping, and exploration 
for oil and gas. Generally, it will be possible to establish 
a direct link between the (often more localized) 
problems of marine pollution near the coasts and the 
human activities occurring in these areas. 

The volume of maritime transport in the region 
suggests that this activity constitutes an important 
(potential) source of pollution, through for example 
the discharge of garbage and waste (marine debris), 
and the possibility of accidents including oil spills. 
Shipping also contributes to noise pollution, a less 
studied threat in the region that has been linked to 
marine mammal disturbance, displacement, and injury 
(e.g., hearing loss and trauma) in other oceans of the 
world.526 Marine mammal strandings in the Caribbean 
region (and elsewhere) have been directly linked to 

noise pollution from naval training exercises in the 
region (see item 7. Strandings and item 9. Acoustic 
disturbance and underwater noise below).

All small island states face special problems in 
relation to waste management, including lack of 
capacity for modern facilities for safe processing of 
solid waste (including hazardous) in sanitary landfills 
and incinerators; lack of public awareness about 
waste, need for prevention, and reduction; making 
recycling and composting feasible and accessible; and 
persistent hurricanes that can generate large volumes 
of waste and debris which may be toxic (e.g., timber 
treated with preservatives.)527 

Nutrient pollution and sedimentation. A complex issue 
is the problem of land-based sources of pollution, 
which may be located at considerable distances from 
the sea. Such sources may still impact vast expanses 
of the marine environment, as increased sediment, 
nutrient, and contaminant loads are being discharged 
into both LMEs by the rivers from the region’s major 
drainage basins (e.g. those of the Amazon, Orinoco 



and Magdalena rivers in South America, and those 
associated to other major rivers in Central America and 
the Caribbean islands). 

Excessive nutrient loads contribute to harmful algal 
blooms which are exacerbated by warming oceans 
and can lead to toxic effects on people and marine 
life, including marine mammals. In some locales, toxic 
algal blooms are becoming more frequent, more 
toxic, longer-lasting and more widespread, including 
in southern Florida.528 Acute morbidity and mortality 
events occur almost annually among marine mammals 
that appear to correlate with the presence of toxic 
algal blooms.529 

Marine mammals may be affected by algal blooms 
through inhalation or the ingestion of food-web 
transfer. However, there have been no toxic tides 
reported in the insular Caribbean, where circulation is 

good and nutrient levels are low. Small restricted bays 
in the extreme southern Caribbean may be vulnerable 
to this problem, but it is not reported on a regional 
level.530 Furthermore, although primarily small-scale 
mortality or stranding events of marine mammals 
have been reported for the Caribbean,531 large mass 
mortalities of the West Indian manatee have been 
caused by toxic algal outbreaks in Florida over several 
decades and most recently in 2018.532 Similarly, over 
200 bottlenose dolphins were likely killed by toxic algal 
blooms (i.e., the red tide) in a declared Unusual Mortality 
Event from 2018-2020 along Florida’s coastline.533 

Fossil fuel production. Oil pollution, associated with 
exploration, development, and extraction by the 
fossil fuel industry in the region is a real source of 
actual and potential pollution. A series of oil spills 
occurred in Trinidad’s Gulf of Paria in late 2013 and 
early 2014,534 and although there were no documented 

Figure 19. LifeWeb mapping of sediment delivery hotspots in the WCR. Data current to 2012.
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direct marine mammal mortalities during that spill, 
the longer-term failure of whales to reoccupy the Gulf 
of Paria could be due to the effects of disturbance 
and noise associated with the extensive oil and gas 
production facilities in the Gulf and heavy commercial 
shipping traffic.535, 536 In late October 2020, a potential 
catastrophic oil spill was averted in the Gulf when a 
damaged Venezuelan oil tanker remained intact during 
maintenance procedures that required the offloading 
of 1.4 million barrels of crude oil.537 

In May 2017, oil washed ashore on the beaches of 
Venezuela, Aruba, Bonaire, and Curaçao, and is believed 
to have originated from a tank release from Trinidad 
in late April 2017.538 Historically, between 1960 and 
1995, 28 vessel spills occurred where in each instance 
over 10,000 gallons were spilled into the marine 
environment. High levels of dissolved petroleum 
hydrocarbons have been found throughout the 
Caribbean Sea, suggesting that oil and its byproducts 
are present throughout the Region.539 Colombia, 
Mexico, Trinidad and Tobago, and Venezuela are the 
major crude oil producing countries in the Region.

Oil and gas production is heavy in the U.S., Guyana, 
Venezuela, and Trinidad and Tobago, and is emerging 
elsewhere as countries like Bahamas and Barbados 
as they explore fossil fuel extraction in their waters. 
Offshore oil exploration is generally increasing in 
the Region. The potential dangers to the marine 
environment and marine mammals from oil and 
gas exploration and development is significant, as 
evidenced by the largest offshore oil spill in U.S. 
history from which the upper Gulf of Mexico has yet 
to recover—the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill in April 
2010. Extensive oiling can contaminate vital foraging, 
migratory and breeding habitats of marine mammals 
at the surface, in the water column, and on the ocean 
bottom.540 Long term impacts are still being felt, and oil 
exposure has caused reproductive and organ damage 
and has contributed to the largest and longest marine 
mammal unusual mortality event ever recorded in 
the Gulf of Mexico, including a 50% decline in some 
bottlenose dolphin populations in the northern Gulf.541 
Oil exposure resulted in up to a 7% decline in the 
population of endangered sperm whales in the Gulf of 
Mexico and nearly half of the critically endangered Gulf 

of Mexico Bryde’s whales were impacted by oil with a 
population declines of 22%.542 

Where offshore drilling exists today, the associated 
coastal industrialization and pollution threaten local 
communities. In addition to accidental spills, standard 
operating procedures for oil and gas extraction 
generate waste, including radioactive materials, 
polluted water, sludge and sediments.543 

Furthermore, oil and gas seismic exploration can 
impact the hearing and navigation of marine mammals 
and shipping vessels can injure whales more directly 
through ship strikes.

Although Belize has banned oil exploration, Trinidad and 
Tobago is the most established and largest oil and gas 
producer in the CLME, and Guyana,544, 545 Aruba, Jamaica, 
Barbados and the Bahamas are in various stages 
of exploration. A 2015 review of seismic mitigation 
measures along northern South America indicates that 
Brazil and Colombia have adopted formal guidelines, 

Figure 20. A bottlenose dolphin covered in oil after the Deep 
Horizon Oil Spill in 2010. Photo courtesy of NOAA National 
Ocean Service.
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whereas other countries in this area have applied 
general internationally accepted mitigation measures.546

Maritime traffic. The semi-enclosed Caribbean Sea 
is ranked as having one of the most intense maritime 
traffic in the world, and these activities have led to 
significant oil pollution. Sources of pollution from 
shipping include ballast water, sewage, grey water, 
solid waste, noise, oil discharges and air emissions. The 
Caribbean Sea is ranked as one of the principal transit 
zones in the world, with at least 214 ports found within 
or bordering the Caribbean. The Panama Canal plays 
a significant role in promoting increased shipping 
traffic within the Caribbean, and petroleum shipments 
represent nearly 30% of total canal traffic.547 Besides 
commercial shipping, the Caribbean Sea hosts over 70 
cruise ships from approximately 24 cruise companies 
operating in the Caribbean Sea.548 

Oil pollution from shipping is classified as one of the 
most significant threats to marine life in the Caribbean. 
UNEP estimates that in excess of 50% of the pollution 
is caused by ballasting and emptying of bilges.549 
Estimates in excess of 700,000 barrels of oil may be 
discharged annually into the marine environment from 
operational ballast activities and tank washing.550 

Overall, direct impacts from shipping-related pollution 
are not well documented within the Caribbean.

Mercury and heavy metals. Mercury and other heavy 
metal contamination in seafood is well-documented, 
as are the serious implications for human and animal 
health.551 Primary sources of mercury pollution are 
artisanal gold mining and coal-fired power plants.552 
As mercury bioaccumulates within the marine food 
chain, marine mammals (and other higher trophic-level 
species)—and those that consume them—are highly 
susceptible to the impacts of mercury toxicity, including 
disruption in neurologic, cardiovascular, reproductive, 
and endocrine systems.553, 554, 555 More recently, other 
persistent organic pollutants, such as the insecticide 
Chlordecone (CLD) have been found in the blubber 
of cetaceans.556 Mercury and other heavy metals and 
persistent toxins exist in the environment from both 
natural and man-made sources. Due to their position 

at the top of the food chain, toothed cetaceans tend to 
accumulate higher contaminant loads.557 

Mercury is discharged from artisanal mining operations 
in the Amazon basin, including in Colombia, Venezuela, 
Guyana, French Guiana and Suriname and flows into 
the Caribbean basin by the rivers from the region’s 
major drainage basins.558 At least 10 endangered 
species are threatened by illegal gold mining 
operations in 21 states in Colombia, including the boto 
(Inia geoffrensis).559 A recent study560 recorded total 
mercury in 46 river dolphins (Inia and Sotalia) from 
Arauca and Orinoco Rivers (Colombia), the Amazon 
River (Colombia), a tributary of the Itenez River (Bolivia) 
and from the Tapajos River (Brazil) evidencing the role 
of these species as bioindicators of the presence of 
mercury in natural aquatic environments.561 

Most recently, researchers in St. Vincent have released 
additional information relating to the high levels of 
mercury and selenium in pilot whales, killer whales, 
Risso’s dolphins and other small cetaceans that are 
caught and consumed on the island, and especially 
in Barrouallie.562 All samples (122) exceeded the FAO 
and World Health Organization (WHO) consumption 
advisory levels for mercury, and given the high 
concentration of these metals and frequency at which 
these marine mammal tissues are consumed, this issue 
poses a significant human health concern. This recent 
research elaborates on past research that revealed 
high concentrations of mercury in spinner and spotted 
dolphins (Stenella longirostris and Stenella frontalis), 
species also consumed on St. Vincent.563 

Concern about mercury levels in sargassum, marine 
mammals, sharks and other fish species has been 
expressed as a growing interest and priority in the 
region. Several countries, such as Antigua and Barbuda, 
are parties to the Minamata Convention and are 
participating in preliminary mercury sampling and 
testing programmes in an effort to create a regional 
coordinative node or mechanism for a comprehensive 
assessment for the Caribbean region.564 

Marine debris, solid waste and wastewater. Besides 
being a threat to the region’s marine and coastal 
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tourism industry valued at US$57 billion, marine 
pollution poses a threat to marine mammals. Solid 
waste and wastewater are the most pervasive sources 
of marine pollution in the region, including direct 
or indirect discharge of solids and agricultural run-
off from land-based sources, shipping, petroleum 
exploration and production, and discarded fishing gear. 

Region-wide, well-functioning sewers for wastewater 
collection to be treated in water treatment plants are 
expensive infrastructures and not readily available 
to households and hotels in the Caribbean. Septic 
tanks and Packaged Sewage Treatment Plants 
often service residential developments, hotels, and 
industrial estates, but the systems are often poorly 
maintained and deliver raw sewage into ground and 
surface water. Hotels discharge untreated sewage 
into inshore waters throughout the region (often 
from inoperative treatment plants), affecting coastal 
wetlands, coral reefs, and seagrass beds. Regionwide, 
nearly 85% of wastewater discharged into the 
Caribbean Sea is left untreated.565 

Marine litter is also accumulating in the region, where 
up to 80% of the litter found in the Caribbean Sea is 
made of plastic.566 Most of this litter is from land-based 
sources, including shoreline and recreational activities 
that contribute upwards of 86% of the marine litter 
collected between 2006 and 2012.567 Currently, there 
are 14 Caribbean countries that have banned plastic 
bags and/or Styrofoam as part of efforts to combat 
marine pollution.568 Plastics and other debris pose a 
threat to marine mammals through entanglement, 
ingestion or possible transfer of chemical pollution 
through micro and nano plastics and introduction of 
chemical residuals into the marine environment that 
have biological effects at low concentrations.569 

An IWC workshop570 recently reviewed the current state 
of knowledge regarding marine debris and interactions 
with cetaceans (both ingestion and entanglement), 
considering evidence for associated toxicology and 
health effects besides the direct lethal. It agreed 
that the scale of the actual and projected increase in 
plastics is alarming and that the impacts of marine 
debris are more substantial than previously thought. 

For the Dutch Caribbean, ingestion of anthropogenic 
debris has so far only been documented in two stranded 
beaked-whale specimens.571 There is still uncertainty 
on the potential scope of lethal and sub-lethal effects. 
In terms of microplastics, ingestion has now been 
demonstrated in many marine species, including 
plankton, fish, and Mediterranean fin whales.572 The 
physiological and toxicological effects of microplastic 
ingestion for cetaceans remain poorly understood.

Little is known about the type, amount and sources of 
abandoned, lost or discarded fishing gear (ALDFG) in 
the Caribbean. A 2009 survey revealed that the majority 
of ALDFG was underwater (60.1%), on the shoreline 
(24.6%) or floating at sea (15.3%), but the extent of this 
problem in the Region remains elusive. However, 
ALDFG has been cited as an important contributor 
to marine debris in the Caribbean.573, 574 Such gear 
includes plastic and nylon fishing gear that can persist 
in the marine environment for decades. 

An estimated 640,000 tons of abandoned, lost or 
discarded fishing gear enters the oceans each year, 
compounding the difficulty of determining what 
percentage of entanglements are in this versus in 
active fishing gear. The importance of long-term 
studies, standardised post-mortem procedures, 
strandings networks and the assessment of floating 
debris during aerial surveys was emphasized. There is 
growing concern that Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs) 
are an increasing threat and source of marine pollution, 
where derelict FADs can continue to entangle and 
capture marine life.575 

Considering that ALDFG is a significant threat to 
marine mammals in other oceans, the absence of 
data for the Caribbean is concerning, and does not 
suggest that this form of marine debris is not a threat 
for the region (See preceding Fisheries Interactions, 
Entanglement and bycatch above).

Overall, direct impacts of pollution from plastics 
and other marine debris are not well documented 
within the Caribbean. Entanglement and ingestion 
of marine debris by marine mammals is historically 
documented in the region. Plastic bags and plastic 

MMAP Technical  Review •  page 73



threads have been found in the stomachs of the 
Guiana dolphin (Sotalia guianensis) and Blainville’s 
beaked whale (Mesoplodon densirostris) in Brazil;576, 577 
the Smithsonian Institute has documented two pygmy 
sperm whales since the early 1970s known to have 
ingested plastic bags;578 and a manatee died from the 
effects of ingesting a large sheet of plastic in Florida.579 

Highlights

 Ƥ While there are considerable efforts in the region, 
particularly under the LBS Protocol, regarding 
various land-based and marine-based pollutants, 
including action plans and initiatives to address 
such pollution, no continuous monitoring 
programme is in place to determine impacts on 
marine mammal health and their critical habitats 
and prey. Pollutants that are of importance include 
excessive nutrient loads, marine debris, wastewater, 
oil pollution, mercury and heavy metals.

 Ƥ Stranding networks are a viable and under-utilized 
resource to support the collection of contaminants 

data. The inclusion of contaminant investigations 
during pathological examination of stranded or 
hunted cetaceans could provide critical information 
towards assessing pollution and impacts in the 
Region. Biopsies and stomach content analysis 
can provide critical information as well regarding 
plastics consumption and contaminants.

 Ƥ Synergies with the LBS Protocol and associated 
AMEP Programme are evident and marine mammal 
conservation needs can be addressed in tandem 
with, or fundamental to, projects, training courses 
and other initiatives related to various aspects of 
pollution impact in the WCR. 

 Ƥ Oil and gas exploration and development is 
increasing in some parts of the Region, posing an 
increasing threat to the marine environment.

 Ƥ Basic wastewater disposal, including the disposal 
of raw sewage, continues to challenge some Parties 
in the Region, many of whom continue to dump 
untreated wastewater directly into the ocean.

4.  WHALE WATCHING AND ASSOCIATED ACTIVITIES

Whale watching is still a fairly new idea in the 
WCR, beginning in the early to mid-1980s with the 
development of dolphin watching and swimming tours 
in The Bahamas and humpback whale watching off 
the Dominican Republic. In 1988, commercial whale 
watching started in Dominica. By the mid-1990s, 
whale watching was attracting visitors in the Turks 
and Caicos Islands, the U.S. and British Virgin Islands, 
Puerto Rico, Martinique, Grenada, and St. Vincent and 
the Grenadines. During the late 1990s, whale watch 
tours also started up in St. Lucia, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. 
Barthélemy, and Guadeloupe.580 

Although detailed information for the WCR is 
incomplete, in 2008 there were at least 21 countries 
and territories that offer some form of marine mammal 
watching.581 These include land-based, vessel-based 
sightings and vessel-based listening tours as well 
as swim-with experiences, with vessel tours ranging 

from small zodiacs to cruise ships. Globally, the 
industry generates over US$2.1 billion dollars in annual 
revenue—although Central America and the Caribbean 
contribute a small percentage (2.3%) of this total 
worldwide.582 

Total expenditures on whale watch activities in 23 
countries in Central America and the Caribbean 
totaled nearly $US 54 million in 2008.583 The largest 
growth in whale watch activities between 1998 and 
2008 occurred in Costa Rica, Guadeloupe, Martinique, 
Nicaragua, Panama and St. Lucia.584 Some countries 
do not have established commercial operations (e.g., 
Venezuela) whereas others are exploring the potential 
for expansion (e.g., Colombia). In Colombia, at least 
35,000 individuals participated in whale or dolphin 
watching in 2006, a number that has surely increased 
since then and likely in the Pacific region where 
operations are consolidated.585 
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The countries with the highest whale watcher 
expenditures include The Bahamas, Dominica and the 
Dominican Republic.586 Whale tourism expenditures 
on Dominica alone generate approximately $3 million 
U.S. dollars (USD) in annual net profit.587 In Guadeloupe, 
Martinique and St. Martin, the whale watch industry 
generated over two million Euros in 2015.588 

The challenge remains to accurately monitor and 
determine the viability and sustainability of such 
operations over time/years, which may not always 
be monitored continuously. At least ten countries 
and territories have developed guidelines or codes 
of conduct for vessel operation, four have national 
regulations, and at least five have operator associations. 

Other countries have the potential to develop marine 
mammal activities in the future, perhaps only limited 
by mammal occurrence and distribution, economic 
constraints, or lack of infrastructure. For example, at least 
16 species of cetaceans have been recorded off the 
waters of Aruba, and although there are no commercial 
whale-watching operations on the island, the large 
numbers of tourists, and high public awareness towards 
marine mammals and their conservation offer positive 
prospects for whale-watching operations there.589 Some 
countries and territories have seen their whale watch 
operators rapidly expand. In Martinique, there were two 
operators in 2007; this grew to 21 operators in 2015, and 
at least 41 operators by 2019.590

 
The Dominican Republic had 33 companies operating 
46 boats, taking upwards of 28,000 passengers in 
2008 alone—attracting the largest numbers of whale 
watchers in the Caribbean.591 In 2018, there were 56 
boats with permits in Samaná Bay. Some of these 
operators have ‘regular’ permits that allow them to 
whale watch continuously, while some have ‘rotational’ 
permits which are shared by various boats and allow 
them to whale watch only one day at a time each 
rotation. As a result of these permits, the maximum 
number of boats that can conduct whale watching 
activities in Samana Bay as of May 2018 is 43.592 Today, 
operators on Silver Bank, part of the larger marine 
mammal sanctuary of the Dominican Republic, are 
limited to five permitted commercial operators at 

any one time in order to protect the whales and their 
environment, along with other strict regulations for 
divers, researchers, and recreationalists.593 

When well-managed, whale watching has the potential 
to attract foreign tourists and exchange, as well as 
to encourage the development of an extensive suite 
of benefits and services.594 In many places, whale 
watching provides valuable, sometimes crucial, income 
to a community, with the creation of new jobs and 
businesses. The true value of whale watching can 
extend far beyond tourist expenditure and include 
financial, recreational, scientific, educational, cultural, 
heritage, social, aesthetic, spiritual/psychological, 
political, environmental quality, ecological services 
and other values. The whale watching potential for the 
Caribbean ranges from considerable to outstanding in 
about half of the countries studied.595 Marine mammal 
watching can also serve as an important platform for 
education and outreach regarding marine mammals 
and their ocean environment.596

 
Marine mammal tourism, like tourism of all kinds, can 
have a downside. Intensive, persistent and unregulated 
vessel traffic that focuses on animals while they are 
resting, feeding, nursing their young, or socializing can 
disrupt those activities, and have a long-term impact 
on the populations they target, reducing fitness and 
affecting populations in a manner similar to directed 
mortality.597, 598 Disturbance from whale watching has 
been linked to whales and dolphins abandoning or 
permanently leaving their preferred foraging or resting 
areas.599 Whale watch vessels have collided with whales, 
causing injury to whales and humans.600 Entrepreneurs 
may rush to take advantage of newly discovered whale 
or dolphin watching opportunities, with little or no 
monitoring of the effects of these activities.601 
 
In addition, vessels used for marine mammal watching 
can add noise, emissions, and other pollution to the 
marine environment (e.g., chemicals from cleaning 
supplies and sunscreen, solid waste such as food 
and beverage containers). Tourism activities focusing 
on cetaceans often involve invasive activities (such 
as swimming with the animals) that may cause 
disturbance, including vessel strikes, and other 
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physical injuries.602 Many of these operators are based 
outside the Caribbean, and organize tours within the 
WCR to interact with these animals. It is not always 
clear how programmes based in other countries 
benefit the local economy or regional conservation 
efforts within the WCR.

Some countries enable and promote direct interaction 
with marine mammals while clients are swimming in 
the ocean. The Dominican Republic and Dominica are 
two countries in the region that permit this activity with 
humpback whales in the former, and sperm whales 
and other species in the latter. These activities have 
been demonstrated to cause behavioral responses 
from the targeted cetaceans.603, 604, 605 In addition, 
swimmers have been seriously injured during these 
encounters.606 Although it is prohibited to scuba dive 
or aggressively swim or free dive with the humpbacks 
in the Dominican Republic, snorkeling encounters are 
commercially offered on Silver Bank. The growth of the 
industry in the Dominican Republic is limited through 
the number of permits that are issued each year.

Direct interaction with cetaceans during these 
encounters can lead to injury or habitual behaviors that 
can compromise the health and welfare of humans and 
cetaceans alike. Bottlenose dolphins have become 
habituated to handouts from humans in Florida, 
affecting foraging behavior, and increasing the risk of 
vessel strikes through proximity to boats, and directed 
vandalism from fishermen and others.607 Some of these 
provisioned dolphins have also exhibited aggressive 
behaviors towards swimmers.608 

Few whale watching companies regularly include 
a strong educational element in their tours. One 
study found that over 80% of interviewed tourists 
in Samaná Bay ranked the importance of public 
education on whale conservation as high or very high 
and recommended that every whale watching boat 
has an interpreter/guide on board who can present 
basic information about whale behaviour, ecology and 
conservation needs.609 Every year, the Vice Ministry of 
Protected Areas and Biodiversity holds training sessions 
for captains and operators, with the aim of strengthening 
education. The Association of Boat Owners of La Bahia 

de Samaná (ASDUBHAISA) has also strengthened the 
capacity of its members and captains with courses on 
first aid, basic navigation and maritime safety.

Recent surveys. A recent survey of SPAW Contracting 
Parties distributed by the SPAW RAC in collaboration 
with the CARI’MAM project attempted to update 
information regarding how many countries in the WCR 
might have legislation, regulations, or guidelines specific 
to the management of marine mammal viewing. Nine 
countries were represented along with responses from 
NGOs, academia, whale watching operators and marine 
protected area managers. These surveys suggest 
that seven SPAW contracting parties, including the 
Dominican Republic, Colombia, Bahamas, USA, Panama, 
and France have legislation, regulations or voluntary 
guidelines governing marine mammal watching. 

Of those countries with legislation or regulations; six 
require a permit to conduct marine mammal watching 
activities; seven prohibit the disruption of marine 
mammal behavior or feeding; six prohibit physical 
contact with marine mammals; and seven specified 
responsible approach distance and vessel handling 
and speed; and viewing time limits. 

Approach distances ranged from 50m for whales and 
dolphins to a more protective 300m for larger vessels. 
For example, in the Dominican Republic and AGOA 
Sanctuary, whale watching can only be undertaken 
through authorization. In the French Antilles, non-
authorized boats (e.g., leisure boats) are not permitted 
to approach whales or dolphins within 300m.

At least three support some kind of on-board research. 
More generally, speed, approach, time and type of vessel 
engine guidelines were noted to be less respected 
than interaction guidelines or regulations, such as not 
touching or swimming with marine mammals.

The primary species under observation is the 
humpback whale, followed by sperm whales, 
pantropical spotted dolphins, and the common 
bottlenose dolphin. In some countries, like Colombia, 
viewing operations also target the Guiana dolphin and 
tucuxi (Sotalia spp.) and boto (Inia geoffrensis). 
 



Compliance data is lacking, but generally compliance 
with voluntary guidelines is expected to be relatively 
low, as corroborated by the recent surveys cited 
above. Compliance data for mandatory regulations 
is equally as scarce, although existing studies do not 
bode well even for critically endangered species like 
the North Atlantic right whale.610 For example, one 

study of whale watching in Colombian waters noted 
that 94% of boats approached too fast, and nearly 
80% of all boats approached mother and calves, 
with duration times with the animals exceeding 
the 30-minute limit. In another study, dolphin tour 
operators in Florida adhered to voluntary guidelines 
approximately 60% of the time. 

Figure 21. Whale watching safety guidelines for boaters in Barbados created by NGOs.
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Regional guidelines. Whale Watch Guidelines under 
the SPAW Protocol were developed and proposed 
in October 2011 during a workshop held in Panama 
City, Panama.613 These guidelines were subsequently 
adopted at the 7th meeting of the COP in Punta Cana, 
Dominican Republic in October 2012.614 

CaribWhale615, an association of whale watchers in the 
Caribbean formed in 2000 but officially incorporated in 
2007, held its last general assembly in St. Lucia in May 
2010, but has not convened a meeting since. Capacity 
building and training workshops were also held in 
2002, 2005, and 2007.616 The association originally was 



MMAP Technical  Review •  page 78

comprised of whale watch operators from Dominican 
Republic, Guadeloupe, Dominica, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, 
and Grenada. There currently is no regional association 
in operation in the Caribbean, although the CARI’MAM 
network serves as an aggregator to encourage 
dialogue and exchange of information within the WCR.

Highlights

 Ƥ Outreach surrounding the Regional best-practices 
guidelines that were developed through the 
Whale Watch workshop conducted by SPAW and 
partners in Panama in 2011 is lacking. The IWC has 
noted these guidelines in their online worldwide 
handbook.617 

 Ƥ A few Parties have developed and/or adopted their 
own marine mammal identification guides and 

viewing guidelines, however capacity building and 
monitoring of adherence to best practices in the 
field remain a challenge.

 Ƥ There is a lack of research and monitoring of 
long-term impacts associated with persistent and 
unregulated vessel traffic resulting from marine 
mammal viewing.

 Ƥ Opportunistic and unregulated marine mammal 
viewing occurs in many countries within the Region, 
suggesting the potential need for a more formalized 
network of responsible operators to guide best 
practice. 

 Ƥ A patchwork of guidelines, best practices, and 
regulations exists within the Region to address 
existing and emerging marine mammal viewing 
operations.

Figure 22. Results from surveys distributed by the RAC regarding national guidelines for marine mammal viewing.
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5.  PROTECTED AREAS AND OTHER MANAGEMENT REGIMES

The designation of ecologically-sensitive or 
biologically-important areas, whether in the form of 
delineated marine protected areas under national 
designation or through the SPAW Protocol, may help 
to reverse this downward trend in general habitat 
degradation and loss of critical coastal ecosystems 
throughout the Region.618 

The Caribbean Marine Protected Area Management 
Network and Forum (CaMPAM), as a core of the SPAW 
Programme, has for over 20 years provided a platform 
for capacity building through training activities, 
communication tools, and grant awarding to expedite 
transfer of knowledge and lessons learned as well 
as financial resources across the Wider Caribbean 
region.619 The CaMPAM database currently contains 
information for a total of 1069 Caribbean marine 
and coastal MPAs from 44 countries. CaMPAM is 
interoperable with the World Database on Protected 
Areas managed by the UN World Conservation 
Monitoring Centre (WCMC) with support from IUCN 
and its World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) 
and includes the 35 MPAs currently listed under the 
SPAW Protocols which are of particular importance620 
(see complete list in the table below). The programme 
also intends to assist in the establishment and 
management of protected areas, and in the creation 
of a network of protected areas (SPAW Protocol Art. 
7(2) and 23(2e)). The goal of such a network would be 
enhanced if based on ecological connectivity and 
common conservation goals to address protection and 
management of living marine resources, habitats, and 
ecosystems of the Wider Caribbean region. 

One goal of the recently-launched ‘Caribbean Marine 
Mammals Preservation Network,’ (CARI’MAM Project) 
is the development of Management Plans for MPAs 
which specifically address marine mammal focused 
measures.621 To advance this objective, an analysis 
based in a ‘marine mammal tracking tool’ developed 
by the ‘Towards a transatlantic partnership of Marine 
Protected Areas’ Project was disseminated to 400-
500 MPA managers and stakeholders under the 
auspices of the CARI’MAM.622 This analysis revealed 
that, aside from the designated sanctuaries, most 

MPAs in the region do not include marine mammals in 
their management goals and objectives, nor do they 
incorporate elements to address threats identified to 
impact marine mammals. 

Marine Mammal Sanctuary of the Dominican Republic. 
The Dominican Republic was the first Caribbean 
nation to establish a marine mammal sanctuary. The 
Silver Bank and Navidad Bank Humpback Whale 
Sanctuary was created in 1986 and expanded in 1996 
and 2004 to include Navidad Bank and part of Samaná 
Bay, covering the three main humpback breeding 
grounds in Dominican waters. Today, the Dominican 
Republic’s sanctuary protects all marine mammals 
within its 32,879-square kilometer area. The area 
attracts the largest breeding aggregation of humpback 
whales in the North Atlantic, with more than 3,000 
individuals sighted within a season.

AGOA. The AGOA Marine Mammal Sanctuary was 
declared in September 2010, in recognition of the vast 
diversity of marine mammal species present in the 
French Antilles and the Caribbean in general, and of 
the potential threats facing these marine mammals and 
their habitats. AGOA’s entire 143,256 square-kilometer 
French Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is currently 
defined as a critical habitat for marine mammals. In 
all, 25 of the 30+ cetacean species that can be found 
in the Caribbean Sea, including baleen and toothed 
whales, have been documented in the French Antilles.

Yarari. In September 2015, the Government of the 
Netherlands established the Yarari Marine Mammal 
and Shark Sanctuary in the Caribbean Netherlands, 
encompassing the territorial waters and the Exclusive 
Economic Zone surrounding the islands of Saba 
and Bonaire. The objective of Yarari is to provide a 
refuge for the protection and conservation of marine 
mammals and sharks and their habitats from negative 
impacts of human activities. 

The Stellwagen Bank Sister Sanctuary Program in 
collaboration with marine mammal sanctuaries in the 
Dominican Republic, Bermuda, French Antilles and the 
Caribbean Netherlands, is a pioneering science-based 



programme which has been supported under the 
framework of the SPAW Programme.623 

In 2006, the United States’ National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and the 
Dominican Republic’s Ministry of Environment and 
Natural Resources established the world’s first
Sister Sanctuary agreement to protect the endangered 
humpback whale between NOAA’s Stellwagen Bank 
National Marine Sanctuary (SBNMS) and the Santuario 
de Mamiferos Marinos de la Republica Dominicana 
(SMMRD).624 The agreement has since been renewed 
and helps improve humpback whale recovery in the 
North Atlantic by increasing public awareness and 
support for marine mammal conservation through 
joint research, monitoring, education and capacity 
building programmes. The sister sanctuary relationship 
is crucial to the long-term conservation of the North 
Atlantic humpback whale population.

In 2012, NOAA’s Stellwagen Bank National Marine 
Sanctuary (SBNMS) and the Bermuda Government 

signed a Sister Sanctuary Agreement which pledged 
cooperation on scientific and educational programmes 
to better protect the endangered North Atlantic 
humpback whale population. This sister sanctuary 
partnership was developed under the auspices of the 
Sargasso Sea Alliance—an international effort led by 
the Government of Bermuda to protect the unique 
ecosystem of the Sargasso Sea and its iconic species. 
Bermuda is a critical migration corridor for humpback 
whales and its marine mammal sanctuary encompasses 
its entire Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), roughly a 
450,000 square kilometer circle of jurisdictional ocean.

The Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary 
(SBNMS) and the Caribbean Netherlands also signed 
a Sister Sanctuary Memorandum of Agreement 
(MOA) in 2017. With the addition of “Yarari”, the 
Caribbean Netherland’s Marine Mammal Sanctuary, 
the multi-sanctuary, science-based Sister Sanctuary 
programme has increased protection for North 
Atlantic humpback whales from 2,100 km2 to 669,440-
km2 over the past decade.
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Figure 23. Map of marine mammal sanctuaries in the WCR under the Sister Sanctuary Programme. Source: Tadzio Bervoets/DCNA.



# C O U N T R Y S I T E S I Z E
( S Q. K M)

T E R R E S T R I A L
S U R FAC E
( S Q. K M)

W E T L A N D
S U R FAC E

( H A)

M A R I N E
S U R FAC E
( S Q. K M)

1 Belize
Glover’s reef Marine 

Reserve
350 0 0 200

2 Belize
Hol Chan Marine 

Reserve
55 0 900 42

3 Belize
Port Honduras Marine 

Reserve
405 0 0 405

4 Colombia
Sanctuary Cienaga 

Grande de Santa Marta
268 161 10660 0

5 Colombia
Regional Seaflower 

Marine Protected Area
65000 650 250 65000

6 Colombia
Regional Natural Park 
of Wetlands Suriqui

6181 0 6181 0

7 Cuba
Guanahacabibes 

National Park
398 179 5998 160

8 Cuba
National Parc Cayos de 

San Felipe
2625 20 198 242

9
Dominican 
Republic

National Park Jaragua 1536 611 9400 830

10
Dominican 
Republic

National Park la Caleta 12 2 0 10

11
Dominican 
Republic

National Park Sierra de 
Bahoruco

1226 1226 0 0

12
Dominican 
Republic

National Park Haitises 631 451 18000 0

13 France
Grand Connétable 

Island Natural Reserve, 
French Guiana

79 1 0 78

14 France
Kaw-Roura Marine 

Reserve, French Guiana
947 277 65590 14

15 France
Amana Marine Reserve, 

French Guiana
154 100 4 41

16 France
National Park of 

Guadeloupe
2467 1068 5567 1344

17 France
Saint Martin Lagoon 

Ponds
2 0 198 0

18 France
Saint Martin National 

Natural Reserve
31 2 1 28

19 France
Agoa Sanctuary, 
French Antilles

138000 0 0 138000

L I S T O F P R OT E C T E D A R E AS L I S T E D U N D E R S PAW P R OTO C O L ( CA RTAG E N A C O N V E N T I O N)
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20 France
Petite-Terre National 

Natural Reserve, 
Guadeloupe

10 2 10 9

21 France
Étang des Salines 

Reserve, Martinique
98 0 98 0

22 France
Versants Nord de 

la Montagne Pelée 
Reserve, Martinique

836 836 0 0

23 Grenada
Molinière-Beauséjour 
Marine Protected Area

3,5 0 0 3,5

24
Kingdom of the 

Netherlands
Saba National Marine 

Park
2679 0 0 2679

25
Kingdom of the 

Netherlands
St Eustatius National 

Marine Park
32,9 5,4 0 27,5

26
Kingdom of the 

Netherlands

Man O War Shoal 
Marine Park, St. 

Maarten
31 0 0 31

27
Kingdom of the 

Netherlands
Bonaire National 

Marine Park
257 60 170 27

28
Kingdom of the 

Netherlands

The Quill and Boven 
National Park, St 

Eustatius
5 5 0 0

29
Kingdom of the 

Netherlands
Saba Bank National 

Park
2679 0 0 2679

30
Kingdom of the 

Netherlands
Mont Scenery National 

Park, Saba
4 4 0 0

31
Saint Vincent 

and the 
Grenadines

Tobago Cay Marine 
Park

66 5 1 60

32
United States 

of America
Florida Key National 

Marine Sanctuary
99467 266 0 9947

33
United States 

of America
Dry Tortugas National 

Park, Florida
262 0,4 0,28 261,6

34
United States 

of America
Everglades National 

Park, Florida
6110 3824 341 2416

35
United States 

of America

Flower Garden Banks 
National Marine 

Sanctuary
145 0 0 145
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Figure 24. Protected areas listed under the SPAW Protocol as of 2020. 
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Highlights

 Ƥ There is no current programme to promote 
network-type collaboration among SPAW 
protected areas based on ecological connectivity 
or common conservation/protection goals, despite 
the connectivity provided by the Sister Sanctuary 
initiative. 

 Ƥ Tools are being developed by other programmes 
that could serve to guide MPA managers in the 
Region (e.g., TransAtlantic marine mammal tool) to 
develop marine mammal-focused protected areas.

 Ƥ One critical programme to encourage connectivity 
between MPAs and capacity building in the Region, 
which has successfully operated for over 20 years, is 
currently being reviewed and requires funding (the 
SPAW CaMPAM). 

 Ƥ The majority of MPAs in the Region do not 
consider marine mammal protection in the design, 
management, or operational and financial planning 
of these areas.

6.  RESEARCH PROGRAMMES

The establishment of sustainable regional 
organisations dedicated to research or stranding 
response in the Caribbean has been intermittent and 
challenging. The Eastern Caribbean Cetacean Network 
(ECCN), Southern Caribbean Cetacean Network 
(SCCN) and Dutch Caribbean Cetacean Network 
(DCCN) are examples of regional organisations that 
were established to promote marine mammal research 
and conservation in the region, and and are no longer 
playing an active role or have limited engagement. 
Oftentimes, marine mammal research is undertaken 
or supported by nonprofit organisations in the region 
(e.g., Guyana Marine Conservation Society; Bahamas 
Marine Mammal Research Organization625) in tandem 
with rescue and stranding response, and sometimes in 
collaboration with government agencies.626 

Some whale watch operators in the region also 
conduct or host collaborative and participatory science 
programmes that include the collection of photos for 
photo identification, photogrammetry, and behavioral 
and population-level research (e.g., OMMAG627 and 
Association Evasion Tropicale628).

In Curaçao, the captive dolphin facility (Curaçao 
Seaquarium/The Dolphin Academy) served as the 
coordinator of the SCCN and was charged with 
establishing a database to include sightings data and 
a bottlenose dolphin ID database until about 2010. 

Although the SCCN and its dolphin database did not 
survive, the Dutch Caribbean Nature Alliance (DCNA) 
(including the Dutch Caribbean Islands of Aruba, 
Bonaire, Curaçao, Saba, St. Eustatius, and St. Maarten) 
has been promoting reporting of any and all marine 
mammal sightings (and other fauna and flora) on a 
shared global platform.629 

Although many of these foundations and non-profit 
organizations have established biodiversity monitoring 
programmes, such as for sharks, birdlife, invasive 
species, marine debris, coral reefs and mangroves, 
there are relatively very few dedicated, long-term 
marine mammal monitoring and research programmes 
in the WCR. A 2014 report on the status of marine 
mammal research in the WCR630 pointed out that 
information on the distribution, abundance and 
ecology of marine mammals in the Wider Caribbean 
Region is scarce. These efforts have ranged from visual 
to acoustic surveys, satellite telemetry and stranding 
response.631 Genetic studies have also increased, 
including with manatees,632 contributing some baseline 
knowledge about marine mammals in Puerto Rico, 
Cuba, Colombia, Bahamas, Mexico and Honduras.633 

Of notable exception, the Dominica Sperm Whale 
Project634 has identified and studied over 30 social 
units of sperm whales in the eastern Caribbean 
since 2005, and has documented their decline in the 



region over a ten-year period.635 The Bahamas Marine 
Mammal Research Organization636 has conducted 
over 25 years of research in the Bahamas, and also 
coordinates marine mammal strandings response. 
BMMRO’s research has tracked sperm whale 
population density in relation to major shipping routes 
in the Bahamas; responded to the mass strandings 
of beaked whales that occurred in 2000 as a result of 
naval training activities; and is currently undertaking 
various other marine mammal studies. 
 
Venezuela supports an on-going research 
programme, ‘Proyecto Sotalia’ focusing on the Guiana 
dolphin, Sotalia guianensis, in Lake Maracaibo, as 
well as research, conservation and awareness of 
aquatic mammals in the country that is dependent on 
foreign financial support. A consortium of scientists 
compiled a review of cetacean strandings and 
mortality in Venezuela spanning the years 1988-
2014 for presentation to the International Whaling 
Commission.637 

Researchers from Venezuela, Aruba, Guadeloupe, 
and the Dominican Republic have collaborated since 
2009 in a ‘Caribbean-Wide ORCA’ project to study the 
occurrence and movements of orcas in the region. A 
total of 176 records were registered in the region and to 
date, over 300.638 

In Cuba, there has been relatively little research 
on marine mammals with much of the information 
originating from historical and gray literature, and with 
recent efforts focusing on manatees.639 The National 
Aquarium has remained a key actor over the years.640 
Efforts to increase collaborative marine mammal 
research between Cuba, Mexico and the United States 
is being encouraged by the Trinational Initiative and 
The Ocean Foundation.641 

In Panama, research in the Caribbean has focused 
mainly on resident bottlenose dolphins at Dolphin Bay, 
Bocas del Toro, on the effects of the intense year-
round dolphin watching industry. PANACETACEA has 
been at the core of much research in Panama as a non-
governmental actor.

In Belize and Mexico, the nonprofit organization 
FINS (Fundacion Internacional para la Naturaleza y 
la Sustentabilidad) has been conducting baseline 
marine mammal distribution and behavioral studies for 
over 10 years, including the more recent use of drone 
technology to broaden data collection for dolphin 
and manatee populations.642 Ecomar’s field station 
in Belize has been conducting dolphin and manatee 
surveys since 2009, and informally logs sightings data 
on its website.643 ECOSUR based in Chetumal, Mexico 
has conducted extensive research on manatees.644 In 
addition, PROMMAC has been conducting monitoring 
of marine mammals utilizing drone and boat surveys, 
biopsy, and opportunistic tourism platforms, such as 
dolphin and manatee viewing excursions in Mexico 
and central America, including Belize and Honduras.645 
 
In Honduras, several non-governmental organisations 
are involved in various aspects of marine mammal 
conservation and ecosystem preservation, such as 
Maraliance, BICA and Fundacion Cayos Cochinos.

In the Dominican Republic, CEBSE (Center for the 
Conservation and Ecodevelopment of the Bay 
of Samana and its Surroundings) and Fundemar 
(Fundacion Dominicana de Estudios Marinos) have 
been conducting cetacean field studies since 2004, 
and stemming from the illegal capture of dolphins in 
the Parque Nacional del Este.646 Research relating to 
whale watching in the Dominican Republic to date 
has focused primarily on the management of the 
industry as well as tourism perceptions rather than on 
possible impacts of whale watching on the whales, 
although there has also been some research on whale 
populations,647 including through participation in 
historical surveys discussed below.

In French Guiana, GEPOG has conducted aerial 
transect surveys, along with training in biopsy 
techniques, disentanglement, strandings response 
and acoustic monitoring. Under the REMMOA Project, 
in 2018, an aerial survey and boat surveys dedicated 
to cetaceans and seabirds were conducted on the 
continental slope of French Guiana EEZ by the Ocean 
Science Logistic (OSL) NGO.648 

MMAP Technical  Review •  page 84



In Puerto Rico, researchers are conducting sightings 
and photographic inventories of cetaceans, including 
minke whales, humpback whales, spinner dolphins, 
Atlantic and pantropical spotted dolphins, rough-
toothed dolphins, false killer whales, and sperm 
whales649, 650; and modelling distribution of bottlenose 
dolphins off the southwest coast under the Puerto Rico 
Bottlenose Survey.651 

In Martinique, SEPANMAR has been conducting 
cetacean inventories since 2003, including aerial line 
surveys, photo identification, and acoustic studies. 

On Guadeloupe, visual and acoustic data is being 
collected by the nonprofit organization Observatory 
for Marine Mammals of Archipelago’s Guadeloupe 
(OMMAG), one of the contributors to the Caribbean-
wide Orca Project,652 and utilizing voluntary participatory 
‘citizen science’ to collect sightings data. Association 
Evasion Tropicale (AET) has been conducting long-term 
photoidentification and monitoring studies, strandings 
response, outreach, and whale disentanglement 
activities for decades,653 including the monitoring of 
sperm whales in Guadeloupe waters since 1998 and 
documenting their decline.654 

On Saba, the Saba Conservation Foundation has been 
collecting acoustic data since 2012. STENAPA and 
STINAPA have also been collecting acoustic data on St. 
Eustatius and Bonaire, and the Nature Foundation in St. 
Maarten. This data has reportedly not yet been analyzed.

A majority of the field research in the Caribbean has 
focused on humpback whales.655 This may partly 
be due to the predictability, presence, allure, and 
availability of funding from larger institutions and 
government agencies. The MEGAPTERA project on St. 
Martin established in March 2019 involves the tagging, 
biopsy, acoustic recording and photo identification of 
humpback whales. 
 
Historically, and more recently, the U.S. National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has 
collaborated with a multitude of regional organizations 
and institutions to conduct multi-year longitudinal 
studies that have shaped prevailing knowledge about 

humpback whale presence and migration in the region. 
In the early 1990s, The Years of the North Atlantic 
Humpback whale (YoNAH) project was an international 
research collaboration to study the North Atlantic 
humpback whale across most of its known range, 
and was the first attempt at such an ocean-basin-
wide study of a cetacean species.656 It utilized biopsy 
sampling and photo identification, and resulted in 
abundance estimate numbers for the population. 

YoNAH was followed by MONAH (More North Atlantic 
Humpbacks) in 2004-2005 and involved collaboration 
with whale researchers in the Dominican Republic 
who found that there were fewer humpback primary 
mating and calving grounds (West Indies) than 
during the YoNAH survey a decade earlier.657 With 
an apparent slowing of the population growth rate, a 
more recent review of population-level trends in the 
Caribbean’s North Atlantic population of humpbacks 
are inconclusive.658 Some of these later studies have 
also looked at impacts of vessel noise on humpback 
whales through the deployment of acoustic recorders, 
concluding the likelihood of masking effects and other 
impacts from the overlapping confluence of vessel 
noise and humpback whale song.659 

The College of the Atlantic Humpback Whale 
Catalogue serves as the repository for all humpback 
whale tail photos taken throughout the North Atlantic 
since the mid 1970’s, where YoNAH and MONAH 
photos are officially archived The College of the 
Atlantic catalog provided the first matches of tail flukes 
from the Caribbean to all northern feeding grounds 
(e.g. USA, Canada, Greenland, Iceland and Norway).

Caribtails. Caribtails660 was a voluntary citizen science 
programme established in 2014 to enlist yachters 
and cruisers to help track movements of humpback 
whales between their North Atlantic feeding grounds 
in Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary (Cape 
Cod, MA) and their breeding grounds in the WCR. 
The programme sought tail fluke photographs of 
humpback whales from the Caribbean region to aid 
in conservation efforts. This programme is no longer 
active, and it is not clear what database was initiated 
with the fluke photos received.
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LifeWeb Project. The UNEP-Spain LifeWeb project 
(2010-2014) aimed to map marine mammal occurrence 
against some of the primary threats in the Region 
through the collection of GIS-generated data. Project 
outputs included mapping of critical marine mammal 
habitats, regional-scale migration routes, and socio-
economic information on human activities to underpin 
broad-scale spatial planning and management of 
human impacts on marine mammals in Caribbean (and 
Southeast Pacific). The project succeeded in providing 
a very general overview of species distribution in the 
region. The LifeWeb project Mapping Application 
tool can be utilized to identify general areas of species 
distribution.661 

CARI’MAM. More recently, the establishment of the 
CARI’MAM project (funded through September 
2021) has resulted in a network of researchers and 
managers collaborating to share and establish 
sightings data, research protocols and data-
sharing platforms, and implement passive acoustic 
monitoring (PAM) programmes across the Caribbean. 
The project intends to deploy 20 hydrophones in 19 
locations in the Region. Data will be consolidated 
and analyzed by the University of Toulon and shared 
with managers.662 Deployment of PAMs began in 
November 2020. CARI’MAM currently represents over 
22 countries and territories.663 The main objective 
of CARI’MAM is to develop a network of marine 
protected areas dedicated to the conservation of 
marine mammals in the WCR through capacity 
building and development of common tools for 
management, monitoring and evaluation. Discussions 
regarding the development of a common platform to 
collect and share data from the Region are underway, 
including the utilization of Flukebook, Obsenmer or 
other data-sharing applications.

First Congress of Centroamerican Cetaceans. 
Recent efforts at the occasion of the First Congress 
of Centroamerican Cetaceans (Panama, 11-13 March 
2020) included the convening of the Second 
meeting of the Network of Central American and 
Caribbean Marine Mammal Researchers, which aims 
to establish partnerships and conservation strategies, 
and strengthen cooperation among researchers 

and activities of relevance to cetacean conservation 
in the Caribbean. This initiative is led by Dr. Laura 
May-Collado [Panacetacea,664 Panama] and Dr. Ester 
Quintana (Guatemala).665 

MARINE MAMMAL POPULATION STATUS AND 
DISTRIBUTION OVERVIEW 

Consolidating existing data on the status of regional 
and local populations of marine mammals in the 
Region remains a challenge. Not only are regional and 
national assessments lacking, there is no centralized 
database to access sightings and other data at the 
population or species level.

West Indian manatee. Population estimates, developed 
as part of a review conducted to evaluate the status 
of sirenians for the Red List (IUCN), indicate that 
manatee populations are decreasing throughout 
their range, with sizes ranging from approximately ten 
(The Bahamas) to at least 6,100 (Florida)666 individuals, 
with most being in the 100-500 range. The number 
of manatees in the WCR, including Brazil and Florida, 
may be under 10,000 individuals. This figure is based 
on data of highly variable quality (or no data at all) and 
should be considered as only a crude approximation.667
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Figure 25. Map of the West Indian manatee’s current range.



Baleen and toothed whales. Cetacean fauna of the 
region is diverse, where migratory (seasonal) and 
resident populations occupy coastal and pelagic 
habitats that span a broad range of temperatures and 
depths. Because no large-scale or comprehensive 
systematic surveys of whale and dolphin populations 
have occurred in the region, it is difficult to provide a 
holistic assessment of regional cetacean populations. 
Similarly, rarely assessments have been conducted for 
single species at the national level. In French Guiana 
the population of the Guiana dolphin is estimated to 
be around 1700 individuals.668 

At least ten cetacean species documented in the WCR 
are considered ‘cosmopolitan’ and occur in most major 
oceans—these include the common minke whale 
(Balaenoptera acutorostrata), sperm whale, pygmy 
sperm whale (Kogia breviceps), dwarf sperm whale 
(Kogia sima), Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris), 
Blainville’s beaked whale (Mesoplodon densirostris), 

as well as orcas, Risso’s dolphin (Grampus griseus), 
striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba), and common 
bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus). Six species—
North Atlantic right whale (Eubalaena glacialis), True’s 
beaked whale (Mesoplodon mirus), Sowerby’s beaked 
whale (Mesoplodon bidens) and Gervais’ beaked 
whale (Mesoplodon europaeaus), and the Atlantic 
spotted dolphin and Clymene dolphin (Stenella 
clymene)—have a more limited distribution that is 
confined to the Atlantic Ocean. Of these, three species 
(North Atlantic right whale, True’s beaked whale, and 
Sowerby’s beaked whale) have limited sightings in the 
region. Eleven cetacean species have distributions 
that are unique to tropical or warm temperature 
waters and may be considered warm-water species. 
These include the Bryde’s whale (Balaenoptera edeni), 
short-finned pilot whale, false killer whale, pygmy killer 
whale, melon-headed whale (Peponocephala electra), 
the rough-toothed dolphin (Steno bredanensis), 
pantropical spotted dolphin (Stenella attenuata), 
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Figure 26: LifeWeb mapping of marine mammal distribution in the WCR. Data current to 2012.
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spinner dolphin, Fraser’s dolphin, tucuxi (Sotalia 
fluviatilis), and Guiana dolphin (S. guianensis). The blue 
whale (Balaenoptera musculus), fin whale (Balaenoptera 
physalus), sei whale (Balaenoptera borealis), and 
humpback whale have migratory distributions and 
travel to and from their feeding grounds in the Arctic 
to their breeding grounds near the equator; they transit 
warm and cold-water zones.669

The toothed whales feed mostly on squid and fish, 
with some species occasionally feeding on other 
marine mammals. Toothed whales are generally 
smaller than the baleen whales, and although 
fishermen characterize many toothed whales as 
‘porpoises’, there are no true porpoises (of the family 
Phocoenidae) in Caribbean waters. The vast majority 
of marine mammals in the WCR are representatives of 
Odontoceti. 

Pinnipeds. With the declared extinction of the 
Caribbean monk seal in the 1950s, and noting that the 
natural range of the California sea lion is in the Pacific 
Ocean and that of the hooded seal does not normally 
extend into the WCR, the presence of pinniped 
species is considered rare and uncommon. Despite 
these latter two species being documented within 
the region, the California sea lion was introduced 
(with escapes from captive facilities) and the normally 
northern-bound hooded seal perhaps a wayward 
victim of climate change.670 
 
Other. The neotropical and Giant river otters (Lontra 
longicaudis and Pteronura brasiliensis) are aquatic 
mammals that are found in the riverine water systems 
of Mexico, Belize,671 and other countries throughout 
Central and South America, including the island of 
Trinidad.672 Although they live in riverine habitats, they 
can also live on the shorelines of marine and estuarine 
environments where they hunt marine species in 
highly saline waters. As such, this species should 
be considered within the realm of marine mammals 
in the Caribbean region in need of protection and 
management under the MMAP.

Highlights

 Ƥ The LifeWeb mapping application remains the 
most comprehensive regional assessment of 
general temporal and spatial scale of marine 
mammal occurrence and species distribution to 
date to identify marine mammal critical areas for 
research focus and/or protection. 

 Ƥ Population-level assessments at the regional and 
local level are severely lacking. The significant lack 
of species distribution data remains a need to be 
addressed.

 Ƥ There is a necessity to support and maintain a 
network of researchers and collaborators, or a 
permanent mechanism that would serve as the 
coordinative body for marine mammal research, 
data collection, and data consolidation. 

 Ƥ A variety of online data platforms (e.g., Flukebook, 
Obsenmer, Observation.org) are currently being 
utilized in the region, limiting the availability and 
sharing of data.

 Ƥ Some researchers are working opportunistically to 
build relationships with platforms of opportunity, 
such as ecotourism vessels.

 Ƥ Much of the research in the region is conducted 
by NGOs, often without the participation of 
government or regulatory authorities, hampering 
information exchange and integration into 
management polices at the national level. 

 Ƥ Improved data and scientific knowledge is required 
to serve as a foundation for improved policy, 
legislation and education programmes to improve 
marine mammal conservation and protection in the 
WCR.



7.  MARINE MAMMAL STRANDINGS

Marine mammal strandings occur throughout the 
WCR. As marine mammals and their ranges intersect 
with human activities, they are exposed to a variety of 
threats that impinge upon their health and welfare, and 
sometimes result in stranding events. Marine mammals 
suffer from disturbance, injury, or illness relating to 
exposure to contaminants, noise, pollution, vessel 
traffic and other stressors. 

In response to these events, and the potential value 
they hold for shaping our knowledge and design of 
conservation measures, a series of regional workshops 
were held under the auspices of the SPAW MMAP with 
a variety of partners.673 These workshops included an 
eastern Caribbean marine mammal stranding response 
training workshop that was held at the University of the 
West Indies Veterinary School of Medicine in November 
2005 in Trinidad;674 a workshop held in the Dutch 
Caribbean in November 2009 on Curaçao; a workshop 
for the French-speaking Caribbean held in January 2010 
on Guadeloupe;675 and a workshop for the Spanish-
speaking Caribbean held in April 2010 in Panama.676 The 
purpose of these workshops was to provide stranding 
response and necropsy training in the Region. 

Additionally, the International Whaling Commission 
(IWC), in collaboration with the UNEP/CEP SPAW 
Programme, hosted a series of disentanglement 
training and stranding response workshops in St. 
Martin (November 2013)677 and Guadeloupe and 
Martinique (2015).678 The development of a stranding 
network was also identified as a priority during the 
2013 Mama Coco Sea workshop for countries in the 
Northern South America.679 

It is clear that stranding networks are important 
vehicles to provide data on many levels and across 
threats, informing issues such as bycatch, vessel strike, 
noise impact, contaminants assessment, improving 
basic knowledge on species (e.g. reproduction, diet) 
and enhancing collaboration among WCR countries
Recommendations from these training workshops 
identified ideal elements of a stranding response 
network, including the establishment of a mechanism 

for allowing quick reporting of live-stranded, ill, 
injured, or dead animals (e.g., a hotline); establishment 
of an emergency response team, with a veterinary 
component to manage reports of strandings, 
particularly live animals; and standardization of data 
collection and reporting procedures for the French, 
Dutch and Spanish Caribbean. The workshops 
also recommended the development of a regional 
strandings database and standing working group to 
integrate existing data forms and protocols. Other 
recommendations include the development of a focal 
point for each island to coordinate with a regional 
implementing focal agency.

A compilation of protocols and techniques for 
responding to strandings were elaborated upon in 
two publications resulting from these workshops, and 
including links to sample data collection and reporting 
forms utilized by other stranding programmes (e.g., 
NOAA Fisheries marine mammal health and stranding 
response programme data forms).680 The workshops 
intended to establish a centralized archive of samples 
and a database of findings of countries in the region. 
To the authors’ knowledge, this database has not yet 
been established. Standardized data collection forms 
have been established and are available, but it is not 
clear whether those forms have been distributed 
or made available on the SPAW-RAC website, or 
centralized for easier regional distribution.

Although not officially authorized by the U.S. National 
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), a Caribbean 
Stranding Network (CSN) led by Dr. Antonio Mignucci 
is based in Puerto Rico and operates collaboratively 
with the Manatee Conservation Center and the 
Inter-American University of Puerto Rico veterinary 
programme.681 It assists with programmes in the 
Dominican Republic, Venezuela, Cayman Islands, 
Cuba, Guatemala, Mexico, Panama, Belize, Turks and 
Caicos, the British Virgin Islands, Colombia and with 
support throughout the region.682, 683 

However, many countries rely on local individuals 
who have the capacity to respond, which may include 
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local veterinarians, species experts (e.g., those 
individuals who respond to sea turtle strandings), 
or nonprofit organizations that are focused on the 
marine environment. For example, in the Bahamas, 
Belize and Guyana, representatives and other experts 
from nonprofit organizations who conduct research 
programmes or advocacy campaigns on behalf of 
marine mammals coordinate local stranding response 
efforts, often with little assistance from governments.684, 

685, 686 

In some countries like the United States and the 
Dominican Republic, stranding network members 
may include local or national aquaria. Network 
members organize periodic stranding conferences 
and trainings.687 In Mexico, strandings are coordinated 
by a central network under the Mexican Society for 
Marine Mammalogy (SOMEMMA), recording nearly 
1,300 stranding of 34 species of marine mammals.688 
With increasing technological advancements 
and teleconferencing tools, virtual assistance and 
collaboration is also occurring when direct response 
teams are not available (e.g., veterinarian support is 
being provided by the Caribbean Stranding Network 
via Whatsapp).689 Similarly, the National Office for 
Biological Diversity in Venezuela manages a Whatsapp 
group for strandings response. 

The Bahamas Marine Mammal Stranding Network 
was established by BMMRO in 2008 and conducts 
training workshops for Bahamians on a regular basis. 
Over 70 trained participants and a dozen veterinarians 
from 15 Bahamian islands have been trained as 
stranding network members.690 Other informal but 
active networks exist, including the Dutch Caribbean 
Cetacean Network (DCCN) that was set up as a 
stranding response group including members from 
the Dutch Islands and some members of the 2009 
stranding response workshop on Curaçao. 

Regional overview. Stranding incidents are sporadic 
and diverse across the Region. Reports from the 
BMMRO reveal that between 2008 and 2020, at 
least 61 marine mammals stranded either alive, or 
dead in Bahamian waters. Of these, all but two were 
cetaceans.691 Of those stranded, only one Bryde’s whale 
showed direct evidence of entanglement in fishing 

gear, while moderate or advanced decomposition 
prevented the definitive evidence of human interaction 
with the other carcasses that were retrieved. Of the 12 
individuals that stranded alive, six were rescued and 
refloated or rehabbed and/or released.692 In mid-March 
2000, a multi-species stranding of 17 cetaceans (four 
species included Cuvier’s beaked whales, Blainville’s 
beaked whales, Minke whales and a spotted dolphin) 
was discovered in the Northwest Providence Channels 
of the Bahamas Islands. Based upon necropsies, it was 
determined that these strandings occurred as a result 
of acoustic impulse trauma produced by mid-range 
frequency active sonars deployed by U.S Navy ships 
during training exercises.693 

As a result of efforts from its Stranding Network in 
Trinidad and Tobago, a study found that eggs and/or 
adult trematodes (Nasitrema sp.) were present in the 
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Figure 27. Trinidad and Tobago flyer with strandings hotline. 
Source: Institute of Marine Affairs, Trinidad and Tobago.694 



brain of five melon-headed whales (Peponocephala 
electra) reported as single strandings on the beaches 
of the eastern (Atlantic) coast of the Caribbean island 
of Trinidad between March 2013 and November 
2015. The findings suggest that Nasitrema species-
associated encephalitis may be a common cause of 
melon-headed whale strandings in the southeastern 
Caribbean.695 

Other historic mass stranding events in the Caribbean 
region have coincided with naval operations, including 
seven separate beaked whale mass strandings between 
1991 and 2000 in the regions of the Caribbean in which 
the U.S. Navy has conducted training, including Puerto 
Rico, Jamaica, U.S. Virgin Islands, and the Bahamas.696 
Although no mass strandings events in the Caribbean 
have been linked to naval sonar activity since the 2000 
stranding event in the Bahamas, researchers have 
concluded that there is a significantly higher stranding 
rate during periods of naval active sonar activity for the 
Caribbean region.697 The Dutch Caribbean has not seen 
many strandings in the last five years.698 

In the Wider Caribbean, there is a need for capacity 
building in the area of unusual mortality events of 
marine mammals, specifically on-the-ground response 
to animal strandings and collection of relevant data; 
training in sampling methods; and archiving and 
analysis of samples to support the establishment 
of baseline understanding for marine mammal 
populations and general ocean health. Because of the 
low recovery rate of carcasses (both those that make it 
to shore, and those that never do),699 these undetected 
marine mammal mortality events may further challenge 
our understanding of ocean health and related impacts 
for marine mammal populations. 

Highlights

 Ƥ Capacity building and training workshops have 
been held in the region in the past with multi-
stakeholder funding and collaboration.

 Ƥ Some of the key primary objectives of these 
stranding workshops have not yet been achieved 
in the region, including a centralized database of 
data and archived samples; centralized regional 

Figure 28. Marine Mammal stranding flyer distributed by Barbados 
Marine Mammals network. Source: Barbados Marine Mammals.

Figure 29. Dead stranded Cuvier’s beaked whale on Bonaire 
(2017). Photo credit: STINAPA/Caren Eckrich.
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coordination and response; and establishment of a 
regional focal point or implementing agency. 

 Ƥ The existing Caribbean Stranding Network (CSN) 
located on Puerto Rico has the potential to serve 
as a regional node for stranding coordination, and 
to promote the increased connectivity to local/
national focal points and existing national networks. 

 Ƥ A Marine Mammal Stranding Guide (CEP Technical 
Report 74) was developed by the Eastern Caribbean 

Cetacean Network (ECCN) in collaboration with 
SPAW RAC and is a key tool, among stranding 
guides from other regional seas programmes, for 
dissemination within the Region.

 Ƥ There is potential to expand upon existing 
social networks and citizen-based initiatives to 
disseminate real-time reporting on strandings.

 Ƥ Strandings serve as an underutilized source of data 
regarding marine mammal health and distribution.

8.  MARINE MAMMALS IN CAPTIVITY

Several species of marine mammals are maintained 
in captivity in the WCR (in both tanks and sea-pens) 
for the purpose of display to the public who pay to 
view them. Opportunities for direct physical contact 
with whales, dolphins, sea lions, and even manatees, 
including touching, feeding and swimming with 
wild and captive animals, are increasing in range and 
intensity in the WCR. There are 54 facilities in the 
insular Caribbean (not including U.S. facilities), holding 
at least 565 individual cetaceans.700 (See Figure 30.)

The bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) is the 
most commonly-held species of cetacean in captivity 
in facilities in the WCR, although the Guiana dolphin, 
(Sotalia guianensis) has also been involved in shows 
performing alongside common bottlenose dolphins 
(Tursiops truncatus) in Colombian facilities at the 
‘Oceanario Islas de Rosario’ near Cartagena, at the 
‘Acuario del Rodadero’ near Santa Marta701 and are still 
held in at least one facility.702 

The Bahamas, British Virgin Islands (Tortola), U.S. Virgin 
Islands, Cayman Islands, Colombia, Cuba,703 Curaçao, 
Dominican Republic,704 France, Honduras, Jamaica, 
Mexico, St. Kitts and Nevis, Venezuela and U.S. offer 
different experiences with dolphins displays and 
dolphin interactive programmes. Dolphin Discovery, 
a major enterprise in the WCR and increasingly 
in the U.S., maintains 23 facilities in the region 
holding dolphins, although the Tortola and Anguilla 
facilities have been closed either permanently or for 

‘refurbishment works’705 due to the impacts of hurricane 
Irma (2017).706 

Proposals for facilities in Panama707 by Ocean Embassy 
and St. Lucia708 by Dolphin Discovery respectively have 
been put forward but have not materialized. Some of 
these proposals involved the live-capture of dolphins 
in local waters, including proposals in Panama and 
Antigua that were ultimately rejected, often after years 
of opposition.709 Most cetacean capture methods are 
invasive, stressful, and can potentially be lethal. They 
can also fracture populations that are traumatized after 
the chase and handling of operators, and who may 
selectively take individuals from the population.710 

In Haiti, eight dolphins were captured in 2004 and 
eventually released after public pressure forced 
authorities to respond after two had died during the 
process. At least 10 bottlenose dolphins were captured 
in Guyana in 2004 (up to 50 were authorized over the 
course of several years), and 15 dolphins were captured 
in 2005 near Roatan Island, Honduras.711 In Venezuela 
in May 2004, illegal captures of bottlenose dolphins 
in the Gulf of Paria by Waterland for its facility resulted 
in the death of one dolphin and the capture of at least 
a dozen others. The Venezuelan Navy confiscated 10 
dolphins that fishermen held in sea pens in the Gulf. 
Waterland was brought to court for “hunting and 
ecosystem destruction in special areas and natural 
ecosystems,” but was ultimately dismissed.712 In the 
Dominican Republic in August 2002, eight bottlenose 
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dolphins were illegally captured from coastal waters 
of Bayahibe and Parque Nacional del Este for 
local dolphinarium, Manati Park.713 Action from the 
government prevented further captures from occurring.

As reported in 2007, Cuba maintains a direct live 
capture fishery for bottlenose dolphins via annual 
quotas which are assigned to dolphinaria of various 
countries under the Convention on the International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora (CITES).714 Recent exports from Cuba include 
six dolphins sent in 2007 to the Dolphin Academy on 
Curaçao, and nine animals sent to Venezuela in 2011 and 
2013.715 The numbers of dolphins captured for domestic 
use is unknown, and there have been no studies to 
determine whether these removals are sustainable. 
Parties to CITES can export specimens if the exporting 

party issues a non-detriment finding (NDF), stating that 
removals will not harm wild populations. Bottlenose 
dolphins are listed on CITES Appendix II and as such 
require an NDF for their export.716

Not all countries appear to possess regulations on the 
acquisition, care and maintenance of marine mammals 
in captivity, and there is not an established tracking 
mechanism to follow the status of live captures and 
trade of animals once they are captured. The live 
capture and holding of marine mammals in captivity, 
whether for display, touching, feeding or swimming, 
in facilities with tanks or sea-pans, continues to attract 
proposals and investments for new facilities and to be a 
threat of concern in light of the lack of sufficient data on 
the status of dolphin populations throughout the region.

C O U N T R Y # PA R K N A M E B OT T L E N O S E G U I A N A 
( S OTA L I A )

Anguilla 1 Dolphin Discovery Anguilla-St. Maarten - -

Bahamas 4 Atlantis Paradise Island 42 -

Balmoral Island Resort (Blackbeard’s Cay) 8 -

Dolphin Encounters 27 -

Dolphin Experience 11 -

Belize 0 - - -

BVI 1 Dolphin Discovery Tortola - -

Cayman Islands 2 Dolphin Cove Grand Cayman 8 -

Dolphin Discovery Grand Cayman 14 -

Colombia 2 Acuario Rodadero 2 3

Oceanario Islas del Rosario 8 -

Cuba 11 Acuario Nacional 6 -

Acuario Cayo Naranjo (Holguin) 11 -

Acuario Baconao 2 -

Delfinario Varadero 14 -

Delfinario de Cayo Coco 2 -

Delfinario Cayo Guillermo 6 -

Delfinario Cayo Largo 20 -

Delfinario Cienfuegos 4 -

Delfinario Varadero 10 -

Rancho Cangrejo Dolphinarium 9 -

Cayo Blanco Dolphinarium 2 -

WC R C O U N T R I E S A N D FAC I L I T I E S



Curaçao 1 Dolphin Academy & Therapy Center 19 -

Dominica 0 - - -

Dominican Republic 5 Dolphin Discovery Punta Cana 14 -

Dolphin Explorer 30 -

Dolphin Island Park 20 -

Manati Park 2 -

Ocean World Puerta Plata 18 -

Grenada 0 - - -

Honduras 1 Roatan Institute of Marine Sciences 17 -

Jamaica 5 Dolphin Cove Montego Bay 4 -

Dolphin Cove Ocho Rios 5 -

Moon Palace Jamaica 4 -

Dolphin Cove Puerto Seco Beach 4 -

Yaaman Adventure 4 -

Martinique 0 - - -

Mexico- Quintana Roo 18 Delphinus Acuario Interactivos 6 -

Delphinus Puerto Morelos 9 -

Delphinus Punta Cancun 4 -

Delphinus Riviera Maya 20 -

Delphinus Xcaret 20 -

Delphinus Xel-Há 25 -

Dolphin Discovery Cancun-Isla Mujeres 25 -

Dolphin Discovery Costa Maya 4 -

Dolphin Discovery Cozumel 10 -

Dolphin Discovery Dreams 5 -

Dolphin Discovery Riviera Maya 20 -

Dolphin Discovery Tulum-Akumal 4 -

Dolphin Discovery Playa Del Carmen 3 -

Dolphinaris Barcelo 5 -

Dolphinaris Cancun 10 -

Dolphinaris Cozumel 10 -

Dolphinaris Riviera Maya Park 10 -

Dolphinaris Tulum 5 -

Panama 0 - - -

Puerto Rico 0 - - -

St Kitts and Nevis 1 Dolphin Discovery St. Kitts-Nevis 5 -

St Vincent 0 - - -

St. Lucia 0 - - -

Turks and Caicos 0 - - -

USVI 1 Coral World 4 -

Venezuela 1 Waterland Mundo Marino 11 -

TOTA L 54 562 3

565 TOTA L A N I M A L S F R O M T WO S P E C I E S
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Aquatica Orlando - - - 4 - - -

Brookfield Zoo 7 - - - - - -

Clearwater Marine Aquarium 5 - - - 2 - -

Discovery Cove 46 - - - - - -

Dolphin Connection 6 - - - - - -

Dolphin Quest Hawaii 14 - - - - - -

Dolphin Quest Oahu 6 - - - - - -

Dolphin Research Center 25 - - - - - -

Dolphins Plus Bayside 6 - - - - - -

Dolphins Plus MMR 8 - - - - - -

EPCOT The Seas 3 - - - - - -

Georgia Aquarium 12 6 - - - - -

Gulf World Marine Park 15 - - - 5 - -

Gulfarium Marine Adventure 7 - - - - - -

IMMS 8 - - - - - -

Indianapolis Zoo 13 - - - - - -

Island Dolphin Care 8 - - - - - -

Long Marine Lab 2 - - - - - -

Marineland Dolphin Adventure 14 - - - - - -

Miami Seaquarium 23 - - - - - -

Mirage Dolphin Habitat 10 - 1 - - - -

Mississippi Aquarium 5 - - - - - -

Mystic Marinelife Aquarium - 3 - - - - -

National Aquarium in Baltimore 6 - - - - - -

Navy Marine Mammal Program 80 - - - - - -

Sea Life Park 18 - - - - - -

SeaWorld Orlando 38 2 5 - - - -

SeaWorld San Antonio 21 10 5 - - 5 -

SeaWorld San Diego 32 3 10 - - - 4

Shedd Aquarium - 9 - - - 5 -

Six Flags Discovery Kingdom 14 - - - - - -

Texas State Aquarium 4 - - - - - -

Theater of the Sea 7 - - - - - -

TOTA L: 33 463 33 21 4 7 17 4

549 TOTA L A N I M A L S F R O M 7 S P E C I E S

U N I T E D S TAT E S FAC I L I T I E S

Figure 30. Inventory of captive cetacean spp. in the WCR. Data compiled by Cetabase. Data current as of November 2020.
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In recent years, the ethics of capturing and maintaining 
marine mammals in captivity have increasingly come 
into question. Scientific evidence indicates that 
cetaceans in captivity suffer mental and physical stress, 
which is revealed in aggression between themselves 
and toward humans, and a lower survival rate and higher 
infant mortality than in the wild.117, 118, 119 Methods used to 
transport cetaceans can also cause injury and stress.720 
In the absence of viable captive breeding programmes, 
cetaceans continue to be taken from wild populations. 

In the WCR, the degree to which dolphins are still 
captured locally and traded internationally is uncertain, 
but numbers held in captive facilities in the region are 
increasing. Few if any data are available on local, often 
small, populations in the Caribbean that are targeted for 
capture.721 Finally, the assessment of source populations 
is generally lacking, and live capture often adds to the 
pressure on stocks already at risk from hunting, bycatch 
in fisheries, habitat degradation and other factors.722 

Highlights

 Ƥ There are very limited data on dolphin population 
assessments in the WCR and hence the impact 
of live captures and their potential harm to local 
populations remains a threat to wild dolphin 
populations.

 Ƥ A significant number of marine mammals exist 
in captive facilities within the Region. Individual 
cetaceans have been tracked for the purposes of 
this report, and not including pinnipeds, to provide 
a general overview of the magnitude and scope of 
this issue and illuminating the potential welfare and 
conservation concerns associated with this activity.

 Ƥ Proposals for the establishment of new facilities 
and operations involving dolphins in captivity 
continue to throughout the Region. This trend, 
however, might see a decline in a post-Covid19 
economy and as facilities struggle to stay open and 
profitable during the pandemic. 

 Ƥ The development, adoption, and monitoring of 
the application of regulations and/or guidelines 
governing the acquisition, care and maintenance 
of marine mammals in captivity, irrespective of 
the type of facility, is a challenge in the region and 
requires attention.

 Ƥ To date only one SPAW party (Kingdom of the 
Netherlands) has presented an exemption to the 
Protocol with the STAC for captures, exports or 
imports of marine mammals for education or 
research purposes.

9.  ACOUSTIC DISTURBANCE AND UNDERWATER NOISE

There is ongoing and increasing concern regarding the 
potential effects on marine mammals of underwater 
noise produced during geophysical seismic surveys, 
military (naval) training exercises, and vessel traffic. 
Cetaceans (whales and dolphins), pinnipeds (seals 
and sea lions) and sirenia (manatees) all rely on sound 
for fundamental biological and ecological aspects of 
their lives (e.g. communication, finding prey, navigation, 
avoiding predators). Mass cetacean stranding events 
have been associated with military operations across 
the globe.723 Vessel noise is also a known source 
of disturbance for cetaceans, including from whale 
watching vessels.724 

During the MaMa CoCo SEA (Marine Mammal 
Conservation Corridors in Northern South America) 
meeting in Paramaribo (2013725), it was recognised that 
regional guidelines are urgently needed in order to 
minimise acoustic disturbance to marine mammals 
from seismic survey operations within the region from 
North Brazil (west of the Amazon Estuary) to Colombia 
involving eight countries (Brazil, France (French Guiana), 
Suriname, Guyana, Venezuela, Colombia, Aruba, 
Curaçao, Trinidad and Tobago). There are no regional 
guidelines for the MaMa CoCo SEA region, nevertheless 
seismic operations take place, and are increasing as oil 
and gas production continues to expand in the WCR. 
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During the SOLAMAC (Society of Latin American 
Specialist in Aquatic Mammals) conference held 
in Colombia in 2014, a pre-meeting workshop was 
held on the impacts of seismic surveys on marine 
ecosystems. The Brazilian guidelines726 were 
considered the most advanced seismic guidelines 
currently available in the region, which are adapted to 
local circumstances, species, and ecosystems.

A 2015 review of seismic mitigation measures indicates 
that,727 apart from Brazil and Colombia where local 
mitigation measures are currently adopted and France 
where national guidelines for underwater noise were 
adopted in 2020,728 the remaining countries in the 
MaMa Coco SEA region do not have mitigation 
guidelines in place. Nevertheless, some countries and 
oil companies have voluntarily adopted mitigation 
measures during past surveys, such as Soft Starts 
(SS) i.e., the gradual increase in the seismic source as 
stipulated from low power to the required working 
power (Full Volume) and the use of experienced and/
or certified marine mammal observers. However, 
information regarding the number of seismic surveys 
actually conducted within the MaMa CoCo SEA 
region, their noise exposure, and set of mitigation 
measures is largely unavailable.

Seismic surveys continue to occur around the 
Caribbean isles with increasing oil and gas exploration, 
with a recent example being the survey conducted by 
the Texas University in November 2014 in the coastal 
waters around Bonaire.729 

The U.S. Navy’s Atlantic Undersea Test and Evaluation 
Center (AUTEC) assists in establishing and maintaining 
naval ability of the United States in the Region through 
testing, evaluation, and underwater research. AUTEC 
is located on Andros Island within the Bahamas.730 
The site is used for naval exercises involving the 
use of mid-frequency active sonar which have been 
associated with beaked whale mass stranding events 
in the Bahamas and elsewhere.731, 732, 733 

In Panama, the intense bottlenose dolphin watching 
activities in Boca del Toro, where a resident population 
is the main target, reveal that despite guidelines, 

engine and propeller noise are the principal causes of 
disturbances.734 A recent study735 revealed that in the 
presence of tour boats, dolphins were less likely to stay 
socializing and were more likely to begin traveling, and 
less likely to begin foraging while traveling. Additionally, 
activity budgets for foraging decreased and traveling 
increased as an effect of tour boat presence.

Highlights

 Ƥ Marine mammals, and especially cetaceans, are 
sensitive to sound. Stranding events and behavioral 
responses by cetaceans to anthropogenic sources 
of underwater noise, including seismic surveys 
and vessel traffic, have been documented in the 
scientific literature and in the Region.

 Ƥ To better understand the threat of noise within the 
WCR marine environment, monitoring is required 
to collect baseline data that can be assessed 
over time to reveal the persistence or intensity 
of acoustic disturbance or underwater noise 
associated with sonars, maritime/coastal traffic, and 
activities that affect vital marine mammal behaviors.

 Ƥ There is a need for the development of regional 
guidelines for mitigation measures of seismic 
activity.

 Ƥ The collection of qualitative and quantitative 
data by Marine Mammal Observers during 
seismic survey operations could provide useful 
information for seasonal distribution, occurrence, 
and identification of migratory routes/habitat use, as 
well as for behavioral responses and other impacts 
of seismic surveys. 
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Figure 31. A Balaenoptera sp. caught on the propeller of a cargo ship at sea and brought to port of La Guardia, Venezuela. Image 
courtesy of Jaime Bolanos and Salvador Boher/archives of PROFAUNA-MARN

10.  VESSEL STRIKES

Shipping in the Wider Caribbean is one of the main 
identifiable anthropogenic impact drivers within the 
Region, with high concentrations of shipping lanes 
throughout the Caribbean Islands (see Figure 32 
below). The shipping intensity map mainly consists 
of lanes utilized by industrial cargo liners and ferries 
with fixed cycles of repetition in a fixed lane, mainly 
between interisland shipping lanes. Commercial 
cruise vessel data is less available but is considered 
significant. Vessel traffic not only contributes to direct 
injury to marine mammals,736 but also serves as a 
significant source of underwater noise in the Region.737 

A joint IWC and SPAW/UNEP Workshop to address 
collisions between marine mammals and with a focus 
on the Wider Caribbean, was held in Gamboa (Panama, 
18–20 June 2014). The resulting report738 reviewed 
current, relevant ship strike mitigation measures with 
experts from around the world, identified data gaps 
and information needs in the region, and discussed 
management initiatives which are most likely to be 
effective in the region. 

The workshop reported that there are few (around 10) 
reports from the Wider Caribbean area listed in the IWC 
Ship Strikes Database from 1961-present.739 This may 
be a reflection of underreporting, rather than absence 
of occurrence. From 1991 to 2010 four ship strikes were 
recorded for the Caribbean region, including Omura’s 
whale (Balaenoptera omurai) (1 Nov 2000, 100 km SW 
Bonaire Island), Sperm whale (18 January 2001, 20 nm 
off Puerto Rico), Bryde’s whale (11 January 2000, SW of 
Bonaire) and Pygmy Sperm Whale (30 October 1991, 
St. Croix Island, Virgin Islands). Some additional reports 
exist from Guadeloupe (five strikes) and potentially two 
further reports from the Dominican Republic. In April 
2014, there was a ‘near miss’ documented by a survey 
vessel where a near collision of a humpback whale with 
a high-speed fishing vessel. The Workshop noted that 
small cetaceans are probably involved in collisions with 
smaller fishing boats, too, as many of the photographs 
of small cetaceans taken for photo-identification 
purposes within the region have propeller scars. Some 
reports might also include strikes that have occurred 
after a whale is already dead, and may be struck while 



floating.740 It is likely that the occurrence of ship strikes in 
the Caribbean region is highly underreported.741 

The French AGOA Sanctuary is currently employing 
a tool that allows ships to avoid collisions with large 
marine mammals. REPCET® 742 is the first on-board 
computer system able to monitor whale positions 
during daylight due to collaboration with shipping 
companies, environmental actors and engineers. 
Its aim is to limit the risk of daytime ship strikes and 
reduce mortality of large cetaceans. 

In Aruba, the prevalence of external injuries and tooth 
rake marks were examined in Atlantic spotted dolphin 
(Stenella frontalis) (n = 179), bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops 
truncatus) (n = 76) and false killer whale (Pseudorca 
crassidens) (n = 71) in Aruban waters using photo 
identification techniques. Eleven injury categories were 

defined and linked to either human-related activities 
or natural causes. All injury categories were observed. 
In total, 18.7% of all individuals had at least one injury. 
Almost half (41.7%) of the injuries could be attributed 
to human interactions, of which fishing gear was the 
most common cause (53.3%) followed by propeller 
hits (13.3%).743 In fact, Luksenburg (2014) found high 
incidences of external injury in small coastal cetaceans 
in Aruban waters.

In Venezuela, the probable cause of death for 19 of the 
624 documented strandings that were analyzed was 
identified as resulting from collisions with vessels.744 

Anecdotal reports from the Bahamas indicates that an 
increasing number of manatees are being seen with 
propeller scars. Most of the scars are reportedly minor, 
but one has been reported as near fatal.745 
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Figure 32. LifeWeb application mapping of commercial shipping intensity in the WCR. Data current to 2012.
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In the southeastern United States, collision with vessels 
is the primary threat to manatee populations. In 2018, 
manatee mortality rates were the highest in the past 
five years, with the average number of deaths ranging 
between 371 to 538 deaths annually.746 Reports from 
Belize also indicate that vessel strikes are the primary 
threat to manatee populations.747 Similarly, critically 
endangered North Atlantic right whale populations 
are threatened further by entanglements in fishing 
gear and vessel strikes, prompting a variety of speed 
restrictions and mitigation measures.748 

The SPAW IWC vessel strike workshop noted that 
the value of the LifeWeb GIS data is limited—the GIS 
data can show where human threats occur, but cannot 
identify areas of highest risk. The workshop concluded 
that managers need better abundance and distribution 
data at local and national levels. 

With regard to ship strikes, information on cetacean 
distribution, strike numbers and risk assessments are 
needed. Although there is substantial shipping traffic 
through the region, without cetacean distribution and 
strike data, it is difficult to determine whether ship 
strikes are truly a regional problem beyond localized 
and species-specific data (e.g., manatee).

Highlights

 Ƥ National and local level distribution and abundance 
data is required to better understand threats from 
vessel strikes, and to utilize existing high-level GIS 
(LifeWeb) mapping data. There is a paucity of such 
assessments for the majority of marine mammals in 
the WCR.

 Ƥ There is a lack of central standardized and simple 
reporting format for inclusion of vessel strike data 
in the IWC database and other relevant instruments 
for the Caribbean Region.

 Ƥ A variety of mariner platforms exist within the 
Caribbean that can serve as data collection points 
for vessel strike data, including sailors, regattas, 
recreational, cruise, and whale watch operators.

 Ƥ Data requirements and sources include the 
characterization of shipping activities in the area 
to highlight potential overlap of shipping and 
cetacean occurrence; pathological examination 
of animals stranded or found drifting at sea; and 
photo-identification of animals to document scars 
from ship strikes (propeller strikes).

 Ƥ Some countries are deploying technological tools to 
attempt to mitigate collisions between whales and 
vessels, including REPCET in the French West Indies.

11 .  CLIMATE CHANGE 

The threat and consequences posed by climate 
change for small island developing states and the 
Caribbean are forecasted to be significant.749 Many of 
the consequences of global climate chaos are being felt 
within the Region now in the form of intensified weather 
events. Beyond sea level rise and the impacts to coastal 
infrastructures and livelihoods, the consequences for 
marine biodiversity are predicted to be far-reaching. 
The principal effects will likely include further losses to 
the coral reef systems; erosion of coasts and beaches; 
increases in various disease vectors; changes in ocean 
currents; fish recruitment and migration; and a stronger 
foothold for marine invasive species. 

More generally, the key changes in climate expected 
for the Caribbean include increases in air and sea 
surface temperatures, an increase in sea level and 
ocean acidification, an increase in the frequency and 
intensity of storms and hurricanes, general acidification 
and greater overall unpredictability in weather.750 
 
The potential impacts on cetaceans have not been 
comprehensively detailed or understood. The IWC 
has led discussions through the convening of four 
workshops on climate change (1996, 2010, 2011 and 
2014).751 The small cetacean populations living in 
restricted habitats such as estuaries, rivers and shallow 



waters were identified as likely to find it harder to adapt 
to changing circumstances. Research continues to 
better evaluate how cetacean populations are likely to 
respond to climate change. In 2014, the IWC Scientific 
Committee established a Climate Change Steering 
Group which is leading on this work.752 

Not surprisingly, the most definitive predictions 
and case studies on the climate change impacts 
on cetaceans are available for Arctic and Antarctic 
settings for which the consequences of climate 
change also appear to be most certain.753 For tropical 
settings, predictions are much more difficult. 

In tropical areas, marine mammals will likely have to 
deal with increased thermal stress, more frequent 
cases of toxic algal blooms, and reduced freshwater 
flows which will tend to concentrate environmental 
contaminants from land in coastal and estuarine 
areas.754 Marine mammals already carry high levels 
of environmental toxicants in their blubber and this 
may also interact in adverse ways with thermal stress. 
In addition to this list of predicted challenges, in the 
Caribbean cetacean prey sources supplies are to a 
large extent result of wind-induced upwelling.755 Any 
changes to wind patterns or intensity will likely impact 
food availability and hence impinge upon cetacean 
population dynamics. Predictions of declines in 
Caribbean fishery potential of between 15 to 50% are 
forecasted in the longer term, but such analyses do not 
discuss potential implications for marine mammals.756 

The IWC757 addressed possible responses from 
species, related to three working hypothesis on how 
cetaceans would be impacted by climate, as follows:

Hypotheses related to temperature 
 • T1: Small cetacean species will redistribute to 

avoid thermal stress where possible. 
 • T2: Modification of ecosystem structure and 

productivity will lead to changes in cetacean 
distribution to meet trophic demands. 

 • T3: Species in restricted habitat with little or 
no capacity to redistribute will be exposed to 
thermal, nutritional and health related stress. 

Hypotheses related to hydrology 
 • FW1: Changes in hydrological regime will entail 

changes in habitat use for obligate freshwater 
and estuarine species and populations.

Hypotheses related to sea level rise and 
geomorphologic alterations 

 • SL1: Changes in salinity and sedimentation rates 
will entail habitat alterations for riverine and 
estuarine species. 

 • SL2: Sea level rise will physically reduce habitat 
for obligate freshwater species. 

 • SL3: Loss of supporting habitat for coastal/
estuarine species, including small cetaceans 
and their prey (sheltering areas, nurseries for prey 
species, etc.).

The health and productivity of, for example, coral reef 
ecosystems, and the patterns of fertility, migration 
and survival of living marine resources in general, 
are highly correlated with sea surface temperatures, 
fresh water and nutrient or contaminant influxes from 
river basins, and the occurrence of intense weather 
such as tropical storms. Changes in climate and other 
important environmental changes pose a major threat 
to food security throughout the Caribbean: such 
changes not only directly threaten the production of 
food from land and sea for local consumption, but 
also threaten the revenue generation (e.g. through the 
impacts of coral reef degradation on both fisheries 
and tourism) needed to import food products that 
cannot be produced by the region itself.

Major impacts of climate change (oceanographic or 
ecological) are also expected to inflict shifts in human 
behavior, which will in turn impact marine mammals758 

and their habitats. The species that may be affected 
include coastal tropical cetaceans (and the manatee) 
in regions where coral reef tourism may decline or 
be displaced due to the conditions of reef health. 
Those species occurring in the EEZs of countries 
faced with drought and decreasing precipitation 
may also be affected, where resulting declines in 
food security may result in greater reliance on marine 
ecosystems and prey depletion for marine mammals. 
The importance of maintaining long-term studies 
and giving consideration to defining and identifying 
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‘restricted habitat’ is paramount to further predicting 
and addressing impacts from shifts in climate.759 

Considering the vulnerability of Caribbean countries 
to extreme events, there appears to be been general 
progress by most SPAW Parties in engaging with 
international climate change agreements/instruments 
and devising various national level responses to 
increase resilience and develop policies, strategies and 
mitigation measures to climate change, particularly to 
critical habitats such as coral reefs and mangroves. 
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Furthermore, the protection of whales and other 
marine mammals can translate into policies to protect 
the marine environment and mitigate climate change. 
Whales are ecosystem engineers, helping to recycle 
nutrients in marine ecosystems, sequester carbon, 
and support climate resilience.760 The climate change 
agenda in the Caribbean has not yet successfully 
incorporated marine mammals as a core threatened 
marine resource group to be impacted and meriting 
attention.

Figure 33. Impacts of climate change on the marine and coastal environment. Image source: 4th National 
Climate Assessment.761 
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Highlights

 Ƥ The health and productivity of Caribbean 
ecosystems, such as coral reefs and mangroves are 
highly correlated with sea surface temperature.

 Ƥ Sea level rise impacts will primarily be experienced 
by coastal and estuarine populations and riverine 
populations in the lower parts of rivers.

 Ƥ Possible responses to climate changes from marine 
mammals will cause shrinkage of distribution and 
preferred habitat utilization leading to increased 
density. Loss of supporting habitat for coastal/
estuarine species will impact prey availability, 
as well as a potential higher demand for marine 
resources in drought-prone counties. 

 Ƥ Climate change is expected to exacerbate existing 
threats to marine mammals such as habitat loss, 
disease, pollution and human interactions.

 Ƥ Long-term marine mammal data sets (e.g. 
occurrence, population density) are needed to 
support and contribute to on-going research by 
international organisations and others on modelling 
and predictions for scenario development, 
mitigation, and adaptation measures in the WCR.

 Ƥ While many countries in the Region are working to 
reduce their carbon footprints and have committed 
to lower greenhouse gas emission targets, specific 
considerations for marine mammal protection are 
generally absent from planning strategies. 

T H E WO R K O F T H E S PAW 
P R O G R A M M E TO I M P L E M E N T  
T H E M M A P
Previous sections discussed what countries and 
SPAW Parties are doing to implement marine mammal 
protection measures. 

At the regional level under the Secretariat of 
the Caribbean Environment Programme, the 
subprogramme for the SPAW Protocol—in 
coordination with the technical support provided by 
the SPAW-RAC—is tasked with implementing the goals 
and objectives of the MMAP. To that end, the biennial 
SPAW Work Programme has incorporated a diverse 
array of initiatives that have been guided by the MMAP 
since its adoption in 2008, as well as those that reflect 
particular interest or requests from specific Parties. 

Reports on the status of implementation of the MMAP 
have also been presented to Contracting Parties at 
meetings of the STAC and COP,762 along with activity 
and operational reports from the SPAW-RAC, which is 
also supported by expert working groups (e.g., marine 
mammals, species, exemptions) established by Parties 
and observers. Funding for these initiatives has been 
secured periodically through the contributions from 
Parties and long-standing partners of CEP, including 
other countries outside the Region, International 

Governmental Organizations (IGOs), and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). 

The biennial workplan of the SPAW subprogramme 
presented and approved by the governing bodies 
of the SPAW Protocol, at meetings of the STAC and 
COP, have contained activities and projects in support 
of implementation of the MMAP, reflecting priorities 
accorded by member countries, and their decisions 
and recommendations.

Regional programmes and initiatives are summarized 
in the table that follows the section below.

Legal and Institutional Framework 
The SPAW Protocol entered into force on 18 June 
2000 and since the adoption of the MMAP in 2008, 
Guyana (2010), Grenada (2012) and Honduras (2018) 
have become new Parties to the SPAW Protocol. 
The Secretariat continues to encourage ratification/
accession to the SPAW Protocol and has prepared 
cabinet briefs in English, French, and Spanish as means 
to highlight its importance and facilitate the process at 
the national level.

Institutional collaboration for enhanced coordination 
and joint programming in areas of common interest 



has been accomplished through Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) or Memorandum of 
Cooperation (MOC) with multilateral agreements 
and organisations, such as the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (1997) and the Convention on the 
Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals 
(CMS 2005). Since the adoption of the MMAP, MOUs 
have been signed with the Sargasso Sea Commission 
(2017) and the Caribbean Regional Fisheries 
Mechanism (CRFM) (2018). Currently, an MOU is under 
negotiation with the IWC.763 

Since the adoption of the MMAP, a number of 
countries such as Colombia, Cuba, Panama, and 
Venezuela have adopted national legislation that 
is generally relevant to the conservation of marine 
mammals and/or that is specifically focused on marine 
mammals, as well as national action plans or species-
specific recovery or management plans.764 

Species Recovery or Management Plans
Under the MMAP, and consistent with the SPAW 
Protocol Articles 11 and 21,765 an update of the original 
1995 “Regional Management Plan for the West Indian 
manatee, Trichechus manatus,” was published in 2010 
to promote more effective research and management 
of this species.

A workshop on manatee rescue, rehabilitation, 
recovery and release was convened by the SPAW-
RAC on September 30, 2013 in San Juan, Puerto Rico, 

with the attendance of nine countries. Protocols and 
procedures were drafted to be further adapted to each 
country’s needs and capacities regarding monitoring, 
assessment of health and capture, captivity, and 
release into the wild.766

Manatee reintroduction on Guadeloupe. Under the 
auspices of the MMAP and regional Manatee recovery 
plan, the late John Reynolds in collaboration with 
other marine mammal experts and the Parc National 
de la Guadeloupe, worked to return an experimental 
population of West Indian manatees to Guadeloupe 
under a project called Life Sirenia.767 Extinct from 
the lesser West Indies due to overhunting, the West 
Indian Manatee population is threatened throughout 
the rest of the Caribbean. The goal of the project 
was to introduce 10 Antillean manatees into natural 
habitat (Grand Cul-de-cas Marin Bay marine reserve) 
to establish a self-sustaining population and promote 
similar future activities in the former historic range of 
the manatee, including St. Maarten and Martinique. 
Although two captive-born manatees were relocated 
to Guadeloupe in 2016, the project was suspended in 
2018 and eventually abandoned in 2019 after one of 
the individuals perished shortly after translocation.768 
Longer-term plans called for the future importation of 
up to 13 additional manatees to create a self-sustaining 
breeding population of manatees, including from 
Mexico. This project would have represented the first 
time a sirenian species had been reintroduced in a 
formerly-occupied area for conservation purposes.769 

Figure 34. West Indian manatees in Florida waters. Image courtesy of USFWS.
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Individual countries within the distribution range of the 
manatee, have also adopted their own conservation 
Plan or Programme, including Cuba, Colombia, Belize, 
and Guatemala.

Fisheries Interactions
The Secretariat has progressively been collaborating 
with regional fisheries bodies and national fisheries 
authorities, recognising the importance of bycatch, 
entanglements and directed takes of marine 
mammals, especially in the absence of population 
assessment data. 

The SPAW-RAC, in collaboration with Florida 
International University, conducted a study to assess 
the threats to West Indian manatees from bycatch 
and vessel strikes in five countries (Belize, Colombia, 
Mexico, the Dominican Republic and Haiti). It was 
found that fishermen still accidentally or intentionally 
catch manatees, and that manatees are not always 
released when this occurs. Incidental and intentional 
bycatch should be considered an important source of 
impact on manatees, understanding that this situation 
differs among countries targeted in the study.770 

A Memorandum of Cooperation was also signed with 
the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM) 
in May 2018 for further coordination in areas of mutual 
interest. Parties have encouraged the Secretariat to 
enhance cooperation and coordination with regional 
fisheries management organisations and mechanisms. 
This is in line with the endorsed regional policy under 
the CLME+ Project which seeks to guide harmonised 
sectoral policies and strengthen cooperation 
between regional fisheries bodies and environmental 
organisations. 

In this context, SPAW has also contributed to ongoing 
efforts by regional fisheries bodies and the CMS 
Convention on species of regional concern, such as 
the Nassau grouper (Epinephelus striatus) and the 
nine species of sharks and rays listed under the SPAW 
Protocol. This was reflected through presentations and 
proposals by the subprogramme at relevant meetings. 
However, dedicated joint programmes and actions 
have yet to be designed and implemented under 

SPAW to comprehensively assess fisheries interactions, 
despite remaining a high threat to marine mammals 
in the region. Equally, the reporting of directed takes 
must be considered high priority and include incentives 
to entice short-term dedication to reporting and data 
collection to fill this crucial data gap.

Similarly, the IWC and CEP/SPAW jointly convened 
three workshops to improve awareness of, collect 
data, and mitigate the effects of ship strikes and 
entanglements on cetaceans in the WCR.

 • A Training Workshop to Address Lethal Human 
Impacts on Marine Mammals of the (Spanish-
speaking) Wider Caribbean was held in La Paz, 
Mexico, November 27-29, 2012. Training followed 
the overall strategy and curricula developed by 
the IWC expert advisory panel for this topic, 
and included a full day to train veterinarians 
and biologists to identify human impacts 
(entanglements and ship strikes) on both free-
swimming and stranded cetaceans. 

 • A three-day training workshop was held on St. 
Martin, November 12-14, 2013 for French and 
English-speaking Caribbean countries hosted 
by the SPAW Regional Activity Centre. It was 
supported by a number of governmental and 
non-governmental agencies. Attendees included 
members of the regional marine parks and experts 
nominated by their country’s IWC Commissioner 
and SPAW Government Focal Points. 

 • A Workshop to Address Collisions between 
Marine Mammals and Ships with a focus on the 
Wider Caribbean, was held in Gamboa, Panama, 
18-20 June 2014.771 The objectives of the meeting 
were to: 1) review current, relevant ship strike 
mitigation measures with experts from around the 
world, 2) identify data gaps and information needs 
in the region, 3) discuss management initiatives 
which are most likely to be effective in the region, 
and beyond, and 4) recommend concrete actions 
for the IWC.

Habitat Degradation and coastal development
The conservation and sustainable use of coastal 
and marine ecosystems has been addressed under 



the SPAW Protocol from its onset, advocating the 
importance of coral reefs, mangroves and seagrass 
beds ecosystem services, identifying threats to their 
sustainability, and mobilizing actions from governments 
and stakeholders in the WCR. The drivers for habitat 
loss and urban development have for the most part 
remained unchanged since the adoption of the MMAP, 
and continue to be a threat to marine mammals. The 
intensity of such pressures seem to be increasing [see 
country assessments in this report] and include new 
emerging issues, such as sargassum influx to the region.
 
A State of Nearshore Marine Habitats Report was 
prepared as an output of the SPAW Programme as well 
as the CLME+ Project and as part of the effort towards 
implementation of the 10-year politically endorsed 
Strategic Action Plan (CLME+ SAP). A framework for the 
development of a Regional Strategy and Action Plan 
for the Valuation, Protection and/or Restoration of Key 
Marine Habitats in the Wider Caribbean 2021–2030 was 
also outlined at SPAW COP 10, Honduras, 3 June 2019.772 

The Secretariat coordinated and/or cooperated with 
initiatives and projects relevant to coastal and marine 
ecosystems in the region, including:

 • The Climate Resilient Eastern Caribbean 
Marine Managed Areas Network-ECMMAN 
project which concluded in 2017 and led by The 
Nature Conservancy. UNEP/SPAW-RAC acted 
through the Caribbean Marine Protected Areas 
Managers (CaMPAM) network assisting with the 
strengthening of marine protected areas via a 
small grants programme.773 

 • The BEST 2.0 Caribbean Hub Programme led by 
the SPAW-RAC and supported by the European 
Commission aims to create innovative financing 
mechanisms for biodiversity conservation and 
sustainable development in the European Union 
Overseas Countries and Territories (OCTs) for 
small/medium-scale field activities on the ground. 
Targeted OCTs include seven SPAW territories 
(Saba, Saint Martin, Statia, Aruba, Curaçao, 
Bonaire and Saint Barthélémy) with a focus on 
local development, biodiversity conservation and 
sustainable use of ecosystem services.773 

Pollution and marine mammal health
AMEP. The Assessment & Management of 
Environmental Pollution (AMEP) Programme supports 
countries in the Wider Caribbean to implement the 
Pollution from Land-based Sources and Activities (LBS 
Protocol) and Co-operation in Combating Oil Spills 
(Oil Spills Protocol). 

Under the implementation of LBS Protocol, a series 
of initiatives and projects are underway which serve 
to increase knowledge of the overall status and 
impacts of land-based and marine pollution in the 
region. These projects are meant to prevent, control 
and manage, monitor and assess such sources, 
which include solid waste, marine litter and plastics, 
untreated domestic and industrial wastewater, and 
agrochemical run-off, including pesticides and 
fertilizers. Recent highlights include the establishment 
of a Caribbean Marine Litter Node, a Regional 
Nutrients Strategy and Action Plan, and the State of 
Convention Area Report.775 

REMPEITC-RAC. Under the auspices of REMPEITC-
RAC, the Regional Marine Pollution Emergency, 
Information and Training Centre for the CEP-LBS 
Protocol, the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO) supports activities such as training for oil spill 
response managers focusing on tactical aspects of 
spill preparedness and response to ensure effective 
coordination, regulation, and capacities to protect 
marine and coastal ecosystems. The Center of 
Engineering and Environmental Management of 
Coasts and Bays (CIMAB) in Cuba and the Institute 
of Marine Affairs in Trinidad and Tobago were also 
designated as Regional Activity Centers (RAC) and 
support various aspects of the AMEP programme.

CLME+. The CLME+ project was also designed to 
increase synergies and collaboration between the 
SPAW and AMEP programmes, and has generated 
a ‘State of the marine environment and associated 
economies (SOMME mechanism)’776 institutionalizing 
a collaborative, integrated reporting mechanism 
on the marine environment and its contributions to 
sustainable Blue Economy. 
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At the CEP Secretariat level, joint programming 
between SPAW and LBS Protocol implementation 
should continue to be strengthened as a basis to foster 
better knowledge and understanding regarding the 
links between pollution and marine mammal health. 
The need for continuous monitoring programmes to 
draw effective responses to such pollution affecting 
marine mammal health is real and has been evident 
through past recognition by WCR countries that the 
convening of a regional workshop on contaminants is 
needed but which has not been feasible to date and 
remains a gap to be addressed.

Whale watch and associated activities
Whale watching and associated activities are one of 
the backbones of the nature-based tourism industry 
in the WCR. The efforts of the Secretariat to address 
its potential negative impacts on marine mammal 
populations have been increased during the last decade. 

The SPAW Programme convened a regional 
Workshop on marine mammal watching in 2011 that 
brought together marine mammal tour operators 
and government regulators from across the WCR 
to discuss the marine mammal watching industry in 
the region in Panama.777 As a result, the “Overarching 
Principles and Best Practice Guidelines for Marine 

Figure 35. Bottlenose dolphins traveling in the waters of Belize. Image courtesy of Eric Ramos.

Mammal Watching in the Wider Caribbean Region” 
was adopted by SPAW COP7 in Punta Cana in 2012.
Various countries have adopted national guidelines, 
regulations or legislation for marine mammal viewing, 
including Bahamas, Colombia, Dominican Republic, 
France (Guadeloupe), Panama, and the United 
States. Others have regional codes of conduct that 
are informally followed or recommended, but not 
widely distributed (e.g., Barbados)778 and sometimes 
complementing regulations (e.g., Bahamas).779

As an integral part of the LifeWeb Project, 
representatives from a few Eastern Caribbean nations 
were hosted by managers of the Marine Mammal 
Sanctuary in the Dominican Republic in 2012, providing 
an opportunity to highlight the economic potential, 
and research and conservation benefits provided by 
whale-watching and related activities.780 

Under the framework of the CARI’MAM Project, a 
proposal is under development for the creation of 
labeling or other voluntary scheme to be adopted in 
the region to encourage and guide sustainable and 
responsible commercial marine mammal watching in 
the region, and as a further the implementation of the 
SPAW Regional Guidelines adopted in 2011 by SPAW 
Contracting Parties.781 
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Protected Areas and Other Management Regimes
Sister Sanctuary Programme. The North Atlantic 
Humpback Whale Sister Sanctuary Program (NAHW-
SSP) was initiated in 2006 by the Stellwagen Bank 
National Marine Sanctuary (SBNMS) to facilitate the 
effective management and conservation of humpback 
whales across jurisdictional boundaries and throughout 
its migratory range. To date, five member nations — 
Dominican Republic (Santuario de Mamiferos Marinos 
de la Republica Dominicana), Bermuda (Marine 
Mammal Sanctuary), the French Antilles (AGOA), the 
Caribbean Netherlands (Yarari) and the United States 
(SBNMS)—support the initiatives under the auspices of 
the MMAP.782 The initiative has forged the foundations 
of a marine mammal protected areas network.783 
The management plans for the Sanctuaries in the 
Dominican Republic, French Antilles (AGOA) and 
Caribbean Netherlands (Yarari) were established since 
the adoption of the MMAP in 2008, and in the case of 
Yarari, management priorities have been identified.

Additionally, the Marine Mammals Protection Twinning 
project, one of three EU transatlantic MPA projects, 
was set up to connect MPA managers across the North 
and South Atlantic oceans. The experiences under 
the Caribbean MMAP were shared by the SPAW-
RAC at the project’s second technical workshop held 
in Iceland (October 2017) which examined twinning 
partnerships including sister sanctuaries and various 
MPA manager networks.784 

CaMPAM (Caribbean Marine Protected Areas 
Management Network and Forum). SPAW has 
been strengthening management of MPAs in the 
Caribbean through CaMPAM over the last 20 years 
with regional training of trainers programmes, small-
grants programmes, and a regional data base of MPAs 
among others. Through the implementation of the 
project “Biodiversity for Sustainable Development in 
the Caribbean” concluded in 2019,785 an evaluation, 
redesign and upgrade of the MPA regional database 
was achieved.786 

The project was funded by the Government of Italy, 
which is also supporting the ongoing “Regional 
support for the Caribbean Challenge initiative: 

Networking, consolidation and regional coordination 
of MPA management,” aimed at the development of 
a biologically-representative, functional network of 
marine protected areas (MPA), capable of adapting 
to climate change. A third initiative of relevance is a 
partnership with the OSPAR Commission, North-East 
Atlantic, aimed at sharing best practices and lessons 
learned as an important means of benefiting enhanced 
management of MPAs. 

Work continues on the listing process of MPAs under 
SPAW, encouraging future submission of MPAs by 
Parties, as well as resubmission of previous MPAs 
with additional information to the process and 
further development of the Cooperation Programme 
for SPAW-listed MPAs. Challenges remain for the 
continuation of CaMPAM, which despite its success 
as a model and its importance to MPA management 
in the region, is still dependent upon the availability of 
funding. Alongside CAMPAM, Both MPAConnect787 
under the leadership of the U.S. National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and 
National Marine Protected Areas Center and Gulf and 
Caribbean Fisheries Institute (GCFI)788 continue to play 
a role in connecting MPAs in the Region.

Currently, SPAW CEP is carrying out a consultancy to 
support establishment of an Ecological Network of 
Protected Areas Listed under the Specially Protected 
Areas and Wildlife (SPAW) Protocol of the Cartagena 
Convention with financial support of the EU project 
ACP MEAs Phase III.789 An expected output is 
recommending representative, key, or priority migratory 
marine species and habitats to be targeted in the 
creation of the SPAW ecological network of MPAs (with 
validation by key stakeholders). Marine mammals are 
foreseen as a target group.

Under the CARI’MAM Project, an analysis of existing 
management plans for marine protected areas is 
being carried out using a ‘marine mammal tracking 
tool’ developed as part of the study methodology. 
Preliminary results indicate that In the Caribbean 
region, most of the MPAs are small and coastal, and 
do not include marine mammals in their management 
goals and objectives. 
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Research
LifeWeb Project. The UNEP-Spain LifeWeb project 
(2010-2014) assisted countries to develop and apply a 
cross-sectoral ecosystem approach to management 
of human threats to marine mammals. Project outputs 
included mapping of critical marine mammal habitats, 
regional-scale migration routes, and socio-economic 
information on human activities to underpin broad-
scale spatial planning and management of human 
impacts on marine mammals in the Caribbean (and 
Southeast Pacific). It also assisted planners and 
managers with transboundary management and 
governance of marine resources via capacity building 
and technical guidance on marine spatial planning.

The SPAW-RAC mapping application presents the 
outputs for the WCR which are organized into four 
categories:790 

 • distribution maps of the 25 marine mammal 
species;

 • maps displaying species richness in the WCR;
 • maps representing the major threats and 

impacts of human activities;
 • maps that report the main protection measures 

that have been put in place for marine mammals 
throughout the region.

The LifeWeb Project demonstrated that, using scenario 
development based on overlap analysis, Marine Spatial 
Planning (MSP) was a useful tool for integrated long-
term management and conservation of wide-ranging 
marine mammals. A limitation of this tool, however, is 
that the local importance of any specific area for MSP-
based management of wide-ranging species such as 
cetaceans can only be defined in a regional context. 
As a result, although this project provided useful and 
broad-scale regional data, Caribbean-wide data at the 
local level, including local population assessments, 
are required to inform any national action plans or 
research programme as part of broader trans-boundary 
collaboration envisioned by the LifeWeb project.

Mama CoCo Sea Project. Under the framework of 
the LifeWeb Project, attention was also provided 
to the development of cooperation among 

countries of Northern South America.791 A main goal 
was developing a platform for exchange among 
countries and creating an action plan for the effective 
management of marine areas and mammals in 
Northern South America. A first skeleton for the Action 
Plan was constructed and requires follow-up for a 
formal adoption process.792 

Limitations. Based on maps generated under the 
LifeWeb Project and Halpern et. al (2008),793 different 
human activities were analysed that directly or 
indirectly might affect marine mammals within their 
known distribution ranges. Several activities could 
not be included in the analysis because of the lack 
of spatialized, consistent data at the Caribbean scale, 
such as seismic research and hotel distribution. 
Paucity in the species distribution data available, 
and the reliance on sightings but not actual density, 
limited the quality of the species distribution 
analysis. The scale of most of the maps designed to 
encompass the whole Caribbean region made the 
quality of the data suboptimal for MSP analysis at the 
country/regional level. Shipping routes, for example, 
lacked important components on local traffic routes 
and volumes.

Methodology. In total, five species were used in the 
analysis out of the 37 species reported for the region. 
Marine mammal distribution limits of high interest 
species that are representative of a group (by their use 
of habitat and distribution patterns, and involvement 
in tourism viewing activities) were mapped for: the 
Humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae), the 
bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) (a target 
for viewing activities), the Sperm whale (Physeter 
macrocephalus), the manatee (Trichechus manatus) 
(a coastal species), and the short-finned pilot whale 
(Globicephala macrorhynchus) (widely distributed 
throughout the region in deep offshore areas). 

Two geographical areas were first identified as a result 
of analysis and review by experts at the 2012 Panama 
workshop,794 and subsequent mapping analysis defined 
three focal areas (Figure 36): 1. The Marine Mammal 
Sanctuary of the Dominican Republic (the north coast 
of the Dominican Republic, and includes most waters 
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surrounding Puerto Rico, except the eastern coast. 
Turks and Caicos, in the northern fringe of the focal 
area, were also included here due to their relevance 
for the humpback whale), 2. The Virgin Island Region, 
(centered on the U.S. and U.K. Virgin Islands, including 
the eastern coast of Puerto Rico eastward to Antigua 
and Barbuda) and 3. The Lesser Antilles Corridor, (the 
Lesser Antilles from Antigua and Barbuda southward to 
Trinidad and Tobago, including Barbados).

Through an overlap analysis it was possible to identify 
several critical areas within each of the Focal Areas, as 
it allows identification of areas where the interaction 
between a human use and a species distribution is 
intense (for the five marine mammal species selected). 
These critical areas represent areas where human 
activity and marine mammal habitat conflicts might 
exist, but a later compatibility analysis is required to 
assess the degree of conflict.795 

Figure 36. Three main focal areas identified for marine mammal transboundary management by LifeWeb mapping data.



FOCAL AREA 1 :  CRITICAL AREAS 

Figure 37. Northern Dominican Republic Critical Area: Humpback whales and commercial shipping routes.

Figure 38. Northern Puerto Rico Critical Area: Humpback whales and commercial shipping routes.
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Figure 39. Puerto Rico Critical Areas: Manatee habitat and fishing effort.

Figure 40. Puerto Rico Critical Areas: Humpback whales and fishing effort.
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FOCAL AREA 2:  CRITICAL AREAS

Figure 41. Virgin Islands Critical Areas: Humpback whales and commercial shipping routes.

Figure 42. Northern Lesser Antilles Critical Areas: Coastal marine mammals and fishing effort.
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FOCAL AREA 3:  CRITICAL AREAS

Figure 43. Guadeloupe-Martinique Critical Area: Humpback whales and commercial shipping routes.

Figure 44. Guadeloupe-Martinique Critical Areas: Marine mammal habitat and organic pollutants.
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The proposed scenarios resulting from the analysis 
were conceived as a way to employ and apply future 
management tools that seem appropriate for the type 
of overlap found, including the creation of Particularly 
Sensitive Sea Areas (PSSA) under the auspices of 
the International Maritime Organization (IMO);796 the 
creation of Regulated Fishing Areas797 to regulate 
fishing activities to minimize its impact on habitats or 
other populations; and Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 
or Marine Managed Areas (MMAs) established to 
protect habitat conditions and key ecosystems. At the 
regional level, the strengthening of networks of Marine 
Protected Areas was recommended. 

Megara Project. The SPAW-RAC supported the 
Megara Project,798 an initiative to monitor the 
annual migration of humpback whales (Megaptera 
novaeangliae) in the area of the Northern Lesser 
Antilles (Saint-Martin, Sint-Maarten, Anguilla, Saba, 
Statia, Saint-Bart) through the deployment of satellite 
telemetry. The project aimed to 1). Document the 
movement in the area of the Northern Lesser Antilles 
and between the feeding areas and the tropical 
breeding areas, and 2). Sample skin and blubber of 
humpback and sperm whales in order to conduct 
genetic analyses (sex, identification of individuals, 
affiliation), eco-toxicological analyses (organic and 
non-organic pollutants) and isotopic analyses (δ13C 
and δ15N) to trace feeding sources.

Strandings
Three regional Marine Mammal Stranding Response 
Workshops were organized (Curaçao 2009; Guadeloupe 
2010; Panama 2010) with the goal of reviewing the 
techniques and protocols for responding to strandings, 
facilitating collaboration and consolidation of a regional 
stranding network for the WCR with a centralized 
pool of samples and database.799 A Stranding Guide 
to marine mammals for the WCR was produced in 
2013 with the intent to assist first responders800 and 
was disseminated throughout the Region, as well as a 
summary of stranding protocols.801 These tools have not 
been updated since 2013.

Captivity
In the framework of the LifeWeb Project an inventory of 
captive facilities was carried out in 2010, and individual 

dolphins captured and traded per country were 
identified. This information is now over ten years old and 
outdated, but can serve as a general indication where 
live dolphins are held, and where trade may occur. SPAW 
Parties should be encouraged to report their captive 
dolphin programmes under the Protocol’s Exemption 
(Article 11(2)) reporting process, and as modeled by 
Netherlands Antilles in 2001 and 2008.802 Based on a 
current review, there are currently at least 54 facilities 
holding marine mammals in captivity in the insular WCR 
(including Quintana Roo, Mexico and excluding U.S. 
facilities).803 (see Figure 30). However, these numbers are 
constantly changing as animals die or are transferred 
into or out of the Region, requiring reporting and 
verification by individual countries in the Region.

Acoustic disturbance
There is increasing concern regarding the potential 
effects of anthropogenic noise in the marine 
environment, produced during geophysical seismic 
surveys and from other anthropogenic sources, such as 
naval exercises and vessel traffic. Marine mammals, and 
especially cetaceans, rely on sound for communication, 
finding and capturing prey, navigation/migration, and 
avoiding predators. As a follow-up to the Suriname 
Workshop supported under the LifeWeb Project, 
the need for regional guidelines for seismic survey 
operations was recognized in the Northern part of 
South America (MaMa CoCo region - Marine Mammal 
Conservation Corridor for Northern South America).804 

As a result, a review and analysis of different mitigation 
measures used during seismic surveys in the Northern 
part of South America was published in 2015 for the 
eight countries involved. Only Brazil and Colombia 
have developed and adopted national guidelines, 
and guidelines for Trinidad and Tobago are under 
development. Gulf of Mexico, Brazil, French Guiana, 
Suriname and Venezuela all apply measures to all 
marine mammal species, with Colombia only applying 
measures to cetaceans, and Trinidad and Tobago 
applying measures only to those species they list as 
‘Species of Concern’.805 

The Green Heritage Fund Suriname (GHFS) has been 
leading this initiative to produce regional guidelines 
for seismic surveys within the Caribbean, where 



SPAW-RAC has supported the international team of 
researchers involved, in consultation with the country 
representatives of the steering group of the MaMa 
CoCo SEA and a broad range of stakeholders in 
marine seismic survey operations.

Vessel Strikes
While data on shipping in the WCR is fairly available, 
data on marine mammal abundance and distribution 
remain limited, despite work of the LifeWeb project that 
resulted in range maps for 25 marine mammal species 
within the Region. They contain no information about 
species density within a more localized range or critical 
habitat. For an individual species, use of the range 
map can show where human threats occur within the 
range, but cannot identify areas of highest risk. To move 
forward with reliable designation of marine protected 
areas and ship-strike mitigation efforts on a sound 
scientific basis, a high priority needs to be placed on 
obtaining better abundance and distribution data (e.g., 
through systematic marine mammal surveys). 

The SPAW programme convened three workshops to 
improve awareness of, collect data on, and mitigate 
effects of ship strikes and entanglements (Mexico 2012, 
St. Martin 2013 and the Joint IWC-SPAW 2014 Panama 

Workshop806). The key recommendations resulting 
from these workshops include the need to acquire real 
time and historical ships track data for the Caribbean 
(AIS, LRIT, etc.) and the technical expertise to process 
it; as well as the need for countries to investigate the 
best means to inform commercial ships, recreational 
boaters, and other maritime interests when a voyage 
enters a Sanctuary or Marine Protected Area. 

With regard to ship strikes, information on cetacean 
distribution, strike numbers, and risk assessments are 
needed. Although there is substantial shipping traffic 
through the region, without cetacean distribution and 
strike data, it cannot be determined if ship strikes are 
truly a problem. There are cases where extrapolation 
from data rich to data poor areas is acceptable (e.g., 
blue whales in Sri Lanka) and similar extrapolation could 
be useful in the WCR to target key locales or migratory 
corridors where species congregations are likely, well-
studied (e.g., sperm whales in Dominica), or to serve as 
priority areas to conduct population assessments.

Climate Change
Caribbean nations are among the most vulnerable 
to the impacts of climate change. Having to cope 
with extreme events such as hurricanes with severe 
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Figure 45. Clymene dolphin (short-snouted spinner or Stenella clymene) leaping in the waters of Belize. Image courtesy of Eric Ramos.
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destruction of infrastructure and natural habitats worth 
billions of dollars, their vulnerability continues to 
increase. Caribbean nations are challenged to meet 
the costs of mitigation and adaptation and improve 
management of marine resources such as marine 
mammals.

While the work of SPAW has not had a climate-
focused component per se, it has recognised that 
tackling climate vulnerability requires cooperation with 
various stakeholders across a multitude of issues. 

The SPAW has supported the implementation of 
programmes and strategies that address direct or 
indirect effects on marine mammals. Strengthening of 
institutional arrangements, through the application of 
ecosystem-based management and decision support 
systems, is one such example, as well as measures that 
enhance conservation of critical habitats in the WCR, 
such as coral reefs, mangroves, and sea grass beds. 
 
Ecoystem-Based Management (EBM) Application in 
the Region

 • Continued collaboration with the pollution 
sub-programme and other partners in the 
implementation of the CLME+ project via 
development of a “Regional Strategy and 
Action Plan for the valuation, protection and/
or restoration of key marine habitats in the 
CLME+”; and implementation of pilot projects 
demonstrating the transition to an EBM approach 
at the sub-regional/site level in the CLME+.

 • Through the completed Italian-funded project 
“Biodiversity for Sustainable Development in the 
Caribbean (EBM)” there has been preparation 
of a technical document about lessons learned 
on EBM and DSS (Decision Support System) 
application in the Wider Caribbean, along with a 
final project report.

 • Implementation of the BEST Initiative (executed 
through the SPAW-RAC) which aimed to support 

conservation of biodiversity and sustainable use 
of ecosystems services in Overseas Territories 
of the European Union. It included 4 medium-
sized grants to address invasive alien species, 
sea turtle conservation, coral reef restoration, 
and establishment of Aruba’s first marine park. 
Many of the projects ended in late 2018, and 
others were completed in Spring 2019. BEST 2.0 
officially ended in December 2019. The Carib-
Coast Project focusing on coastal resilience 
in selected islands was also executed by the 
SPAW-RAC.

Figure 46. Bottlenose dolphin spyhopping in Belize. Image 
courtesy of Eric Ramos.



S U M M A R Y O F S PAW R E G I O N A L I N I T I AT I V E S R E L AT I N G TO T H E M M A P

I N D I CATO R M A J O R I N I T I AT I V E S

National legislation Since the adoption of the MMAP in 2008, Guyana (2010), Grenada (2012) and Honduras (2018) 
have become new Parties to the SPAW Protocol; MOUs were signed with the Sargasso Sea 
Commission (2017), the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism-CRFM (2018), and an MOU 
is under negotiation with the IWC.807 The SPAW RAC conducted a survey of focal points in 
2019 to determine the number of Parties with marine mammal-focused legislation under the 
auspices of the CARI’MAM Project.

Species specific recovery 
or management plans

Updating of the Regional Management Plan for the West Indian manatee (1995–2010);808 
development of recovery plan for manatee (Cuba). Manatee reintroduction project on 
Guadeloupe in 2016 to 2019.

Fisheries interactions Manatee bycatch review;809 MOU with the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM, 
2018); Interactions with FAO (through its Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission) and 
GCFI to strengthen collaboration.

Habitat degradation and 
coastal development

A State of Nearshore Marine Habitats Report; a framework for a Regional Strategy and Action 
Plan for the Valuation, Protection and/or Restoration of Key Marine Habitats in the Wider 
Caribbean 2021–2030.810

Pollution and marine 
mammal health

A regional contaminants workshop was prioritised, but has not yet occurred; increased 
cooperation with LBS protocol which should jointly engaged in pollution aspects of the 
MMAP.

Whale watch and 
associated activities

CARI’MAM Project network and surveys; Sister Sanctuary initiatives; Regional whale watch 
workshops/guidelines developed (Panama, 2011); WW responsible viewing label/certification 
programme being developed under CARI’MAM; Various countries have adopted national 
guidelines, regulations or legislation for marine mammal viewing, Bahamas, Colombia, 
Dominican Republic, France (Guadeloupe), Panama, United States.

Protected areas and other 
management regimes

LifeWeb project with GIS mapping application;; Transatlantic Marine Mammal Tool for MPA 
managers; 5 Marine Mammal Sanctuaries in the region (AGOA, Yarari and Bermuda since 
2008); CaMPaM initiatives (updated MPA database, traning of trainers courses, small grant and 
mentorship programmes); The Climate Resilient Eastern Caribbean Marine Managed Areas 
Network-ECMMAN project.

Research CARI’MAM Project; LifeWeb Project with species distribution maps; CARI’MAM PAM project 
and reporting tool; development of sighting data collection platform (Obsenmer).

Strandings Three stranding training workshops were convened (Curaçao 2009; Guadeloupe 2010; 
Panama 2011); A stranding guide (2013) was published and national guides developed/
adaptations developed.

Captivity Inventory of captive facilities completed under LifeWeb project in 2010.

Acoustic disturbance Analysis of different mitigation measures used during seismic surveys in the Northern part of 
South America (2015).811

Vessel strikes Three workshops to improve awareness of, collect data on and mitigate effects of ship strikes 
and entanglements (Mexico 2012; St. Martin 2013 and the Joint IWC-SPAW 2014 Panama 
Workshop).812

Climate change Regional Strategy and Action Plan for the valuation, protection and/or restoration of 
key marine habitats in the CLME+; Italian-funded project “Biodiversity for Sustainable 
Development in the Caribbean (EBM);” BEST Initiative and Carib-Coast executed through the 
SPAW-RAC.

MMAP Technical  Review •  page 118



MMAP Technical  Review •  page 119

R E C O M M E N DAT I O N S:  
A roadmap for prioritised implementation of MMAP 
measures at the national and regional level

Ultimately, the aim of the MMAP is to assist 
participating governments in the Region to develop 
and improve marine mammal conservation policies 
and practices. Based on the present review and 
analysis of the state of implementation of the 
MMAP, the following recommendations may serve 
as a guide for the priorization of future initiatives by 
SPAW Parties and other countries of the WCR. These 
recommendations are based in the 13 indicators that 
served as a framework for analysis within this report. 

1. Establishment of a Coordinated Multilateral and 
Regional Approach to Marine Mammal Conservation

 ƣ Create a Marine Mammal Regional Activity 
Network (RAN) by strengthening existing regional 
institutional frameworks, partnerships, and 
collaborative data sharing and building on the 
foundations of CARI’MAM. This could be achieved 
by designating collaborative regional and national 
partners and institutions selected for the purpose 
of coordinating and supporting the implementation 
of MMAP activities in accordance with the adopted 
CEP RAC/RAN Guidelines.813 This would include 
the development of a strategic RAN workplan 
and identification of country coordinators, and 
would emulate the successful WIDECAST model 
operating under the SPAW Programme for decades.

 ƣ Formalize a Caribbean Marine Mammal 
Commission or Advisory Board within CEP, building 
upon the existing SPAW experts working group on 
marine mammals, which should serve to support the 
work of a marine mammal RAN proposed above and 
enlist additional expertise from within, and outside, 
the Region. The Commission could look to the 
model of GCRMN (Global Coral Reef Monitoring 
Network), where each country proposes experts to 
sit on the Commission that would meet biennially 
under the leadership of a steering committee.

 ƣ Establish a formal regional listserve (analogous 
to the MARMAM listserv), central repository, or 
clearinghouse to disseminate regional marine 

mammal information to be hosted by a SPAW 
partner organisation, academic institution, or NGO.

 ƣ Consider the development of regional species or 
issue-specific multi-stakeholder consortia in the 
Region (e.g., Right Whale Consortium that operates 
in the U.S./Canada) for those issues or species with 
‘critical’ status.

 ƣ Conclude pending Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU) with the IWC, considering high priority areas 
of cooperation such as bycatch mitigation initiatives, 
strandings response training, and vessel strike action 
plan/database, as well as development of joint 
programming on a biennial basis with reporting to 
SPAW STAC/COP.

2. National Legislation and Action Plans

 ƣ Develop a model national marine mammal action 
or recovery plan, with the main elements identified 
to serve as guidance for countries to assist in the 
process of developing national marine mammal 
action or recovery plans. Examples of model recovery 
plans exist at national, regional and global levels (e.g., 
Widecast national Sea Turtle Recovery Action Plans 
[STRAPs]).

 ƣ Encourage and support the convening of national 
level planning workshops as a process to identify 
marine mammal priorities, gaps, and needs to 
enhance capacities and cooperation for MMAP 
implementation, and where appropriate, towards the 
construction of National Action Plans and/or Species 
Recovery Plans. Consideration of national legislation, 
regulations and guidelines would be an integral part of 
this process, as well as the inclusion of diverse national 
stakeholders, including representatives from the 
tourism, fisheries, protected areas, law enforcement, 
and governmental management authorities.

 ƣ In collaboration with the IUCN and their new 
Integrated Conservation Planning for Cetaceans 
(ICPC) initiative, create a regional ‘Red List’ for 
Caribbean marine mammals to identify the most 
endangered and threatened species in the Region and 
to guide the prioritization of national action/recovery 
plans. Some countries have already completed 
country Red Lists for marine mammal species.



 ƣ Special consideration should be given to 
the implementation of the SPAW Regional 
Management Plan for the West Indian manatee. 
Similarly, SPAW-listed otter species as well as river 
dolphin species should receive consideration and 
inclusion within national action and recovery plans 
as species occupying marine and estuarine habitats 
and requiring management by SPAW Parties.

3. Fisheries Interactions

 ƣ Increase collaboration with FAO, CFRM, and other 
regional and global fisheries organisations to assess 
marine mammal bycatch in local and regional 
fisheries and potential impact on populations. 
Enhancing the involvement of the fisheries sector 
(national authorities and resource users) in research, 
planning, and coordination to establish national 
and regional policies impacting the conservation 
of marine mammals is required. Doing so may 
improve the growing gap between conservation 
advocates and those advocating sustainable use 
and development. 

Areas and initiatives for potential collaboration 
could include: 

 • Capacity-building of Regional Fisheries 
Organisations (WECAFC, CRFM, GCFI, etc.) 
to incorporate non-finfish bycatch (marine 
mammals) in stock assessments and scientific 
reviews;

 • Development and implementation of national 
marine mammal observer programmes onboard 
large fishing boats and/or rapid bycatch 
assessment survey for artisanal fisheries. The 
IWC’s Bycatch Mitigation Initiative (BMI) could 
be enlisted to assist with such an assessment;

 • A regional review of entanglements in FADs, 
taking into account the findings of the recent 
global review by FAO814 and building upon 
recommendations that could support regional 
and country level initiatives in the WCR. This 
would include the quantification of FAD loss 
due to shipping and resulting ghost gear, and 
assessment of FAD materials utilized to identify 
sustainable options and mitigation measures. 

 • Development of a marine mammal bycatch 
training module (e.g., safe handling and release, 
gear marking, identification guides, monitoring 
and reporting, data collection) for inclusion 
in regional fisheries training workshops and 
outreach to local and regional fisher communities, 
serving to guide efforts in establishing/enhancing 
observer programmes and opportunistic data 
collection. Guidance for such a training module 
should include collaboration with the IWC’s 
Bycatch Mitigation Initiative;

 • Creation of formal outreach programme to 
fisher communities, including the use of surveys, 
which is critical to assess sightings, characterize 
fishing practices, and enlist traditional ecological 
knowledge. Encourage the collection of more 
detailed information to identify species caught 
through the distribution of simplified marine 
mammal species identification guides;

 • Creation of a centralized database, to be resident 
within a regional fisheries organization or 
academic institution, for collecting and analyzing 
marine mammal-fisheries interaction data;

 • Identification of targeted hotspot areas where 
entanglements have occurred for local training 
on entanglement and stranding on a biennial 
basis, and including local fisher folk. Local and 
traditional knowledge should be incorporated 
into these training workshops so as to better 
understand fishing methods, effort, and possible 
alternative methods or gear modification that 
could be deployed to reduce interactions;

 ƣ Collaborate with the FAO and International Whaling 
Commission’s (IWC) Bycatch Mitigation Initiative 
and expert panel to assist in capacity-building 
in the Region815 and characterization of fisheries 
and bycatch in the WCR through a series of pilot 
projects. Specifically, capacity building is needed to 
enable countries to:

 • Compile data on the type, scope and location of 
fishery activities in the Wider Caribbean;

 • Collect data through strandings events (e.g., 
necropsies) to document and determine the 
cause of death of stranded animals;
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 • Conduct photo-identification work to document 
injuries and entanglements;

 • Consolidate and collect local distribution of 
cetaceans in the area to highlight potential areas 
of overlap and conflict;

 ƣ SPAW Parties should be encouraged to enact 
legislation that requires the reporting of marine 
mammal bycatch in fisheries operations.

 ƣ Enlist the Global Ghost Gear Initiative (GGGI), or 
other collaborative entities, to hold gear removal 
training in hotspot areas (or as part of Marine 
Protected Areas trainings) assessed through 
regional collaboration with fisheries organizations 
(e.g. GCFI, CRFM, etc.). CRFM and GGGI are 
currently developing an MOU to strengthen and 
formalize ongoing collaboration.

 ƣ All Parties to SPAW must enact legislation and 
enforce measures to implement the prohibitions in 
Article 11.1(b):816 

 • Where marine mammals are taken for reportedly 
‘traditional purposes,’ an exemption must be 
reported through the SPAW Exemption Process.

 • Parties that intend to claim an exemption to meet 
a traditional subsistence and cultural need under 
Article 14 of the Protocol817 should demonstrate 
no substantial risk or reduction in the number of 
individuals within species or populations. This 
will require the collection and reporting of catch 
data, as well as population assessments. As no 
exemptions have been sought under Article 14 
since the inception of the Protocol, the process 
for reporting and evaluating such exemptions 
needs to be clarified.

 • Where the consumption of cetaceans and/
or manatees occurs, Parties should consider 
the establishment of health programmes to 
test mercury levels in communities to identify 
potential health impacts of consuming cetacean 
or manatee meat.

 • Parties should bring directed take/marine 
mammal hunting under their fisheries 
management umbrella and require data collection 
and research as a key objective for advancing the 
status of marine mammals in the region.

4. Habitat Degradation and Coastal Development

 ƣ Increase collaborative regional efforts with 
governmental and non-governmental organisations 
under the SPAW programme to support and 
enhance protection, ecological integrity, and 
function of critical habitats to marine mammals and 
their prey, including increased protection for coral 
reefs, mangroves, and seagrass beds. 

 ƣ Integrate specific actions or initiatives relating 
to the conservation and management of marine 
mammals into joint programming among regional 
organisations focused on coastal planning and 
development to implement policies, strategies, 
and action plans for the protection of marine 
biodiversity and coastal ecosystems.

 ƣ Promote integration and identification of potential 
actions of relevance to marine mammals in follow-
up to SPAW projects and products pertaining to 
the sound management of coastal and marine 
ecosystems, e.g. the Regional Strategy and Action 
Plan for the valuation, protection and/or restoration 
of key marine habitats in the CLME+;” Italian-funded 
project “Biodiversity for Sustainable Development 
in the Caribbean (EBM);” BEST Initiative and Carib-
Coast executed through the SPAW-RAC.

 ƣ Support the compilation of a ‘tool kit’ with 
instruments to guide and prevent significant 
damage to critical marine mammal habitats in 
the WCR; e.g., EIAs, Coastal Zone Management 
policies/action plans; guidelines/practices for key 
industries such as tourism, including the promotion 
of impact assessment studies that consider 
marine mammals before any construction work is 
planned in coastal areas. Regional guidelines could 
be developed on how to mitigate/monitor such 
impacts on marine mammals.

 ƣ Increase outreach, cooperation, and partnerships 
with industry and commercial sectors such as 
fishing, mining, oil and gas, agriculture, tourism, 
and private enterprises to mobilize engagement 
and promote the principles and values of good 
governance for the conservation and management 
of marine ecosystems in the region.
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5. Pollution and Marine Mammal Health

 ƣ Convene a regional workshop in the three SPAW 
languages (English, French and Spanish) to assess 
existing contaminants data for the region and their 
effects on marine mammal health, in line with the 
previous priority recommendation identified in 
the MMAP. Enlist the IWC’s new ‘expert panel’ on 
marine mammal health and strandings to assist, 
and the regional Minamata Convention node on 
Antigua.

 ƣ Convene a regional response training workshop 
in cooperation with Parties to the CEP Oil Spills 
Protocol and RAC/REMPEITC focusing on marine 
mammals and particularly for those countries that 
are actively pursuing fossil fuel extraction and/or 
transport, including Barbados, Bahamas, Venezuela, 
Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago; noting that 
countries have engaged with the RAC/REMPEITC in 
the past to inform oil spill contingency trainings.818 

 ƣ Establish or collaborate with existing sampling 
programmes for the testing of mercury and 
other heavy metals in fish, sargassum and marine 
mammal resources that are harvested for human 
consumption; and engage with the regional node 
for the Minamata Convention based on Antigua to 
centralize data management and analysis;

 ƣ Establish sampling programmes for emerging 
contaminants (micro and nano-plastics and 
associated chemical residues) in marine 
mammal resources that are harvested for human 
consumption;

 ƣ Collaborate with regional fisheries organisations 
to prioritize the development of a regional survey 
dedicated to collecting data on abandoned, lost, 
discarded fishing gear (ALDFG) as an important 
source of marine debris and associated impacts 
to marine mammals. Resulting data should be 
consolidated and shared with the Global Ghost 
Gear (GGGI) Data Portal.

 ƣ Develop partnerships and increase dialogue 
with oil and gas industry stakeholders in the 
region to mobilize engagement and support for 
national marine mammal baseline studies, noise 
pollution studies, and independent observation/ 

monitoring, all of which should be considered an 
integral requirement for oil surveys, exploration and 
development. 

6. Protected Areas and Other Management Regimes

 ƣ In consideration of the uniqueness of the region and 
its diverse marine mammal fauna and its importance 
as breeding ground for humpback whales; the 
Sister Sanctuary Programme and 5 participating 
sanctuaries; and the listing process of MPAs under 
the SPAW Protocol, prepare a concept strategy 
evaluating the benefits of designating the entire 
Wider Caribbean as a Marine Mammal Sanctuary.

 ƣ Reach out proactively to recruit and engage MPA 
managers and others to the CARI’MAM network 
to build upon the recommendations and findings 
emanating to date from the CARI’MAM Project; for 
example, using CaMPAM network, IUCN Biopama, 
and other partner organisations in the WCR. 

 ƣ Enhance management effectiveness of individual 
sites by promoting collaboration among ecologically 
connected marine and coastal protected areas and 
their managers/practitioners through the formal 
establishment of a cooperative network of listed 
protected areas under the SPAW Protocol. The MPA 
network framework should also provide elements 
of added value, incentives, direct benefits, and 
common goals for collaborating as a network under 
the Protocol, and recognize that no protected area 
can conserve marine mammals in isolation. 

 ƣ Liaise and collaborate with other organizations 
involved in marine mammal protected area research 
and development, including the IUCN Marine 
Mammal Protected Areas Task Force/Important 
Marine Mammal Areas (IMMAs)819 and IWC in order 
to identify potential new MPAs for marine mammals. 
Designation of regional IMMAs addresses the 
gaps left by traditional MPAs that often overlook 
the specific vulnerabilities of marine mammals and 
their utility to leverage spatial protection measures. 
Collaboration with Conservation International’s 
Rapid Assessment Program (RAP) could work to 
integrate existing marine mammal and ecosystem 
data to identify key sites for marine mammal 
conservation in the Region.
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 ƣ Conduct learning and sharing of best practices (e.g., 
research, viewing guidelines, strandings response, 
enforcement, conservation measures) among the 
SPAW MPA networks to enhance management 
capacities for marine mammals and encourage 
other MPAs to join the network. This would include 
the development of a ‘Marine Mammal module’ to 
be used in ‘Training of Trainers programme’ under 
CaMPAM and other similar training and capacity-
building opportunities in the region. 

 ƣ Parties should consider marine mammal 
conservation needs in the development, review 
or consolidation of Protected Areas systems and 
respective management plans, especially in the 
case of MPAs which may not have been designed 
with this management objective specifically. 
Utilization of the TransAtlantic MPA Management 
Tool and Yarari Marine Mammal Sanctuary Action 
Plan are useful tools to assist.

 ƣ Strengthen the Sister Sanctuary programme 
through the development of a Framework MOU, 
whereby countries could join as signatories upon 
designation of a new sanctuary, outlining areas 
of cooperation based on lessons learned to date 
from the programme, as well as considering joint 
programming for activities in the WCR. Research 
indicates that other countries/territories are 
interested in joining the partnership, allowing 
for the development of a common strategy for 
conservation and joint scientific actions. 

 ƣ Parties should consult available species distribution 
maps generated by the LifeWeb Project to identify 
any gaps in current protected areas nationally, and 
consider the creation of additional marine mammal 
sanctuaries.

7. Whale Watching and Associated Activities

 ƣ Build upon the CARI’MAM Project initiative to 
develop a pilot programme for a sustainable and 
voluntary whale watching certification, label, or 
outreach scheme to amplify best practices and 
endorsed SPAW guidelines in the Region.

 ƣ Encourage SPAW Parties to limit the number of 
marine mammal viewing operators based on 
a permitting system that places limits on the 

maximum numbers of operators allowed and/or 
restrictions on areas of operation (e.g., no-go zones 
in sensitive or marine protected areas), alongside 
mandatory training of operators in order to receive 
and renew permits or licenses.

 ƣ Distribute SPAW marine mammal watching 
guidelines through a dedicated outreach 
programme, focusing as a priority on Marine 
Protected Area managers, that would include training 
and that could be transported throughout the region.

 ƣ Encourage SPAW Parties to develop their own 
national guidelines, or adopt the SPAW marine 
mammal viewing guidelines, to regulate emerging 
or existing whale watch operations in their 
waters, including development of local voluntary 
guidelines for responsible viewing (e.g., Bimini 
dolphin tour operator code;820 Dolphin SMART 
programme in Florida821).

 ƣ Prioritize the creation of a laminated marine mammal 
field identification guide with a summary of regional 
best practice guidelines to distribute to fishing 
cooperatives and fisheries associations, marine 
mammal viewing operations, cruise and other 
recreational platforms, and other outlets to assist 
in collecting data (distribution and occurrence), 
reporting events of interest and concern (e.g., 
entanglements, strandings), and raising awareness.

 ƣ Encourage the SPAW Programme and SPAW-RAC 
to collaborate with the IWC on the convening of 
additional whale watching workshops and outreach, 
aligning with its 2018-2024 strategic plan822 which 
includes capacity building, integrated research 
and data collection, and information sharing (e.g. 
IWC’s digital whale watching handbook, available at 
https://wwhandbook.iwc.int/). 

 ƣ Reactivate CaribWhale or other regional whale 
watch operators’ association to coordinate support 
for whale watch operators in the Region.

 ƣ Collaborate with the IWC Conservation Committee 
and Whale Watch Subcommittee of the IWC 
Scientific Committee to promote responsible 
marine mammal viewing activities in the Region 
through the IWC WW Handbook823 and other 
outreach materials.
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8. Research

 ƣ Publish LifeWeb data in ObisMAP or other 
public data platform to recruit collaboration from 
researchers outside the Region and increase 
scientific interest (and funding) in the Region.

 ƣ Ensure the accessibility of LifeWeb project 
Mapping Tool on SPAW-RAC Website.

 ƣ Given recent research showing that cetacean culture 
and social complexity are important to conservation, 
and recognizing that populations of some cetacean 
species are better delineated by cultural behaviour 
rather than genetic structure,825 integrate cultural 
behaviors and boundaries into the evaluation of 
the status of species and subpopulations in the 
Region for conservation purposes.826 Understanding 
the importance of cultural and behavioral diversity 
through research will assist Parties in the assessment 
of the status of potentially vulnerable populations 
(e.g., when delineating units to conserve) and when 
devising effective conservation strategies (e.g., by 
identifying key repositories of social knowledge 
within species, or where specific measures would be 
most successful).827 

 ƣ Utilize focal or sentinel species with evidence of 
population declines to mobilize species-specific 
workshops to address cumulative regional threats 
to local populations. (e.g., documented critical 
declines of the Eastern Caribbean Sperm Whale 
population828). Consider the development of 
species or issue-specific research consortia (e.g., 
Right Whale Consortium in the U.S./Canada).

 ƣ Promote and provide support to citizen-based 
initiatives to increase the collection of marine 
mammal sightings, strandings, and other data 
through the development of protocols to guide 
best practices, data collection, data storage and 
dissemination; the identification and endorsement 
of a consistent reporting platform (software 
application) that is accessible to all is a necessary 
part of this process (e.g., Flukebook, Obsenmer, etc.).

 ƣ Streamline and reform national permitting for 
genetics research in countries where such permits 
are not available to increase the collection of data 
to inform population-level research. 

 ƣ Promote the cooperation between existing 
regional research networks (e.g. Solamac/Sociedad 
Latino Americana de Especialistas en Mamiferos 
Acuaticos; SOMEMMA/Sociedad Mexicana de 
Mamiferos Marinos; CARI’MAM; Caribbean-wide 
Orca Project, Network of Central American and 
Caribbean Marine Mammal Researchers; Society for 
Marine Mammalogy; European Cetacean Society; 
Caribbean Cetacean Society, NOAA) including 
collaborative field surveys and data exchange.

 ƣ Develop monitoring protocols and research 
guidelines, including guidelines regarding the use 
of invasive research (e.g., biopsy, tagging) and other 
methods, such as the collection of environmental 
DNA, and sharing of data.

 ƣ When designing future research projects, consider 
the recommendations, lessons learned, and findings 
emanating from the LifeWeb Project, MEGARA 
project, REMMOA aerial surveys, CARI’MAM 
hydrophone surveys, and AGOA boat campaigns.

9. Strandings

 ƣ Create a centralized reporting, collection, and 
storage mechanism for strandings data. This 
database would be centrally located and widely 
accessible to be used as an informational tool to 
assess causes and develop intervention measures 
to respond to future strandings. This function 
could be coordinated and assigned as part of the 
function of a marine mammal RAN. Data would 
include location, species, number of animals, state 
of decomposition, response, outcome, and where 
possible, cause of stranding(s). This would increase 
collaboration among Parties in the region to 
support the development and/or strengthening of 
existing national stranding networks. 

 ƣ Solicit funding for the enhancement of the current 
regional Caribbean Stranding Network located at 
the Caribbean Manatee Conservation Center and 
Inter-American University of Puerto Rico.

 ƣ Develop marine mammal educational modules, 
training materials, and coursework for regional 
veterinary schools and universities to raise the profile 
of marine mammal medicine and stranding response.
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 ƣ When conducting future training workshops on 
stranding response, they should include the coast 
guard, marine patrols, environmental and fisheries 
ministries, nonprofit organizations, and animal care 
and response communities.

 ƣ Identify national focal points to serve as liaisons 
and stranding points of contact to coordinate with 
regional Caribbean Stranding Network, and promote 
increased connectivity to existing national networks.

 ƣ The CEP, in coordination with the RAC, should 
conduct an outreach campaign aimed at 
disseminating the existing stranding field guide829 
(or revised laminated identification or field guide) to 
focal points, relevant authorities, and organizations 
involved in strandings response in the region.

 ƣ Engage the expertise of the IWC Scientific 
Committee and the IWC Expert Panel on Strandings 
to assist with the above recommendations.

10. Captivity

 ƣ Parties should maintain an inventory of all facilities 
that hold captive marine mammals for research, 
rescue and rehabilitation, or public display, 
including a full national inventory of captive marine 
mammals, their origin, and disposition (e.g., living, 
dead, transfers). The inventory could be managed 
by the RAC, or coordinating unit of a marine 
mammal Regional Activity Network (RAN), with 
reporting from Parties on an annual basis via the 
Cartagena Reporting format or a special format 
developed for these purposes.830 

 ƣ Parties should report all live captures, and imports 
and/or exports of marine mammals for captivity. 
Such reporting should accompany an Exemption 
Report under Article 11(2) of the SPAW Protocol.

 ƣ Parties should develop, adopt, monitor and enforce 
the application of regulations and/or guidelines 
governing the acquisition, care, and maintenance 
of marine mammals in captivity, irrespective of the 
type of facility.

11. Acoustic Disturbance

 ƣ Develop and execute regional guidelines for 
seismic survey operations, using those guidelines 

developed for the Northern part of South America 
(MaMa CoCo Sea region - Marine Mammal 
Conservation Corridor for Northern South 
America) as a model.

 ƣ Increase cooperation with regional/local maritime 
traffic sectors, e.g., through on-going work under 
RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe, to support countries in the 
development of programmes to monitor, mitigate, 
and/or eliminate persistent, intense maritime/
coastal underwater noise. 

 ƣ Support countries in the development of IMO 
shipping lanes to limit the locations of noise-
emitting vessels.

12. Vessel Strikes

 ƣ Work with IMO and IWC to develop an appropriate 
protocol to enable consideration of cetacean 
distribution and occurrences for proposed new or 
revised routing schemes or speed restrictions.

 ƣ The IWC spearheaded a workshop,831 co-sponsored 
with ACCOBAMS and the IUCN, to advance the 
idea of identifying areas of high risk for vessel 
strikes, by overlaying Important Marine Mammal 
Areas identified in the Mediterranean Sea with 
AIS shipping data. A similar exercise to identify 
ship strike ‘hot spots’ should be undertaken for the 
Caribbean, and utilizing LifeWeb co-occurrence 
maps (species distribution and threats).

 ƣ Parties and responders should report all incidents 
of vessel strikes to the IWC ship strike database 
to begin to consolidate data from the WCR.832 
Because an existing mechanism and database 
already exists, Parties should consolidate national 
information and report to the IWC database which 
is currently devoid of data from the WCR.833 

 • Develop a Caribbean Ship Strike Database or 
inventory using the IWC or Pelagos Sanctuary 
ship strike inventory for the Mediterranean as 
models, and through the identification of a 
monitoring and evaluation partner.834 A regional 
database could streamline reporting from the 
Region to the larger IWC ship strike databasae.

 • National authorities should collaborate with 
whale watch and other recreational operators 
(e.g., Regatas) to encourage reporting of vessel 
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strikes (and entanglements/strandings) or 
other injuries to a designated location/entity 
to consolidate data for reporting to the IWC 
database, while devising avoidance strategies 
when operating in migratory corridors or 
seasonal aggregations (e.g., humpback whales).

 ƣ National authorities should identify local high-risk 
areas of concern based on the overlap of shipping 
and whale distribution data, or a high number of 
reported incidents. The identification of resident 
populations of marine mammals is especially 
important, in addition to known migratory corridors 
within designated shipping channels.

 • For critically endangered marine mammal 
species, a mandatory vessel strike reporting 
system should be established.835 

 • Once high-risk areas are identified (e.g., Panama 
for bottlenose dolphins [Bocas del Toro] and 
Humpback whales), appropriate measures 
such as speed restrictions, time-area closures, 
rerouting, or other mitigation measures should 
be introduced. For example, the movement 
of whales in the Gulf of Panama coincides 
with major commercial maritime routes. A 
mitigation strategy implemented in December 
2014 includes a 4-month restriction on vessel 
speed (i.e., 10 knots) when humpback whales 
are present.836 

 • Incorporate elements of the IWC Ship Strike 
Strategic Plan into national and local Marine 
Mammal Action Plans.837 

 ƣ Outreach materials should be developed that can 
be shared to raise mariners’ awareness of the issue 
of collisions with large cetaceans. Distribution 
should go beyond the shipping industry to include 
national coast guards, marine police, marine 
protected area managers, military sector (Navy), 
cruise and leisure boaters, and recreational and 
commercial fishing charters.838 Whale Alert may be 
a useful platform to encourage reporting of vessel 
interactions with these stakeholders.839 

 ƣ Engage with the Florida Caribbean Cruise 
Association and cruise operators and industry 
associations regarding the development of protocols 

to monitor and mitigate the risk of vessel operations 
in migratory corridors and other important or 
biologically sensitive areas in the Region.

13. Climate Change

 ƣ Seek funding and support for the development and 
adoption of climate mitigation activities, including 
the enhancement and protection of coastal 
ecosystems (coral reef, mangrove, and seagrass 
bed restoration) that ultimately benefit marine 
mammal populations.

 ƣ Incorporate marine mammal considerations, 
especially for coastal species such as the manatee 
and estuarine dolphin species, into national climate 
change mitigation action plans and strategies.

 ƣ Compile an overview on main lessons learned 
from the implementation of key climate change 
projects, programmes, and strategies in the Region 
that address the direct or indirect effects on 
marine mammals, as means of providing specific 
future directions to mitigation measures that 
Parties may adopt.

 ƣ Identify key data that might be collected by WCR 
stranding networks, that can be used as indicators 
of potential disease and parasite impacts from 
warming waters.
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Order/ Ordre/ Orden: CETACEA (All spp.)

Balaenidae Balaena mysticetus Bowhead whale, 
Greenland whale

Baleine du 
Groenland

Ballena de 
Groenlandia LC I

Balaenidae Eubalaena glacialis North Atlantic right whale Baleine franche de 
l’Atlantique Nord

Ballena franca del 
norte CR I Yes

Balaenidae Eubalaena japonica North Pacific right whale Baleine franche du 
Pacifique Nord

Ballena franca del 
Pacífico norte EN I

Balaenidae Eubalaena australis Southern right whale Baleine franche 
australe

Ballena franca 
Austral LC I

Neobalaenidae Caperea marginata Pygmy right whale Baleine Pygmée Ballena franca 
pigmea LC I

Eschrichtiidae Eschrichtius 
robustus Gray whale Baleine grise Ballena gris LC I

Balaenopteridae Balaenoptera 
acutorostrata Common minke whale Petit rorqual Ballena minke LC I Yes

Balaenopteridae Balaenoptera 
bonaerensis Antarctic minke whale Petit rorqual 

antarctique
Ballena minke 

Antártica NT I

Balaenopteridae Balaenoptera 
borealis Sei whale Rorqual boréal Ballena sei EN I Yes

Balaenopteridae Balaenoptera edeni Bryde’s whale Rorqual de Bryde Ballena de Bryde LC I Yes

Balaenopteridae Balaenoptera 
musculus Blue whale Rorqual bleu Ballena azul EN I Yes

Balaenopteridae Balaenoptera 
omurai Omura’s whale Rorqual d’Omura Rorcual de Omura DD I

Balaenopteridae Balaenoptera 
physalus Fin whale Rorqual commun Rorcual común, 

ballena de aleta VU I Yes

Balaenopteridae Megaptera 
novaeangliae Humpback whale Baleine à bosse Ballena jorobada LC I Yes

Physeteridae Physeter 
macrocephalus Sperm whale, cachalot Cachalot Cachalote VU I Yes

All cetacean species are listed on Annex II of the 
Protocol Concerning Specially Protected Areas and 
Wildlife (SPAW Protocol) of the Cartagena Convention. 
Of these, 14 species are mysticetes (baleen whales), 
and the rest are odontocetes (toothed whales).840, 841, 842 
These species were listed in 1991 and have remained 
on the Annex since the Protocol came into force in 
2000. The table also includes three species in the 
family Sirenia, and two in the family Mustelidae. 

Key:
DD: data deficient
LC: least concern
NT: near threatened
VU: vulnerable
EN: endangered
CR: critically endangered

A N N E X I :  Marine and Aquatic Mammal Species Listed Under the SPAW Protocol
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Kogiidae Kogia breviceps Pygmy sperm whale Cachalot pygmée Cachalote pigmeo DD II Yes

Kogiidae Kogia sima Dwarf sperm whale Cachalot nain Cachalote enano DD II Yes

Ziphiidae Berardius arnuxii Arnoux’s beaked whale Bérardie d’Arnoux Ballena de pico de 
Arnoux DD I

Ziphiidae Berardius bairdii Baird’s beaked whale Baleine à bec de 
Baird

Ballena de pico de 
Baird DD I

Ziphiidae Hyperoodon 
ampullatus

Northern bottlenose 
whale Hyperoodon Boréal Ballena nariz de 

botella del Norte DD I

Ziphiidae Hyperoodon 
planifrons

Southern bottlenose 
whale Hyperoodon Austral Ballena nariz de 

botella del Sur LC I

Ziphiidae Indopacetus 
pacificus

Longman’s beaked 
whale, Indo-pacific 

beaked whale

Baleine à bec de 
Longman Zifio de Longman DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon bidens Sowerby’s beaked whale Mésoplodon de 
Sowbery

Ballena de pico de 
Sowerby DD II Yes

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
bowdoini Andrews’ beaked whale Mésoplodon De 

Andrew
Ballena de pico de 

Andrew DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
carlhubbsi Hubbs’ beaked whale Mésoplodon De 

Hubbs
Ballena de pico de 

Hubbs DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
europaeus Gervais’ beaked whale Baleine à bec de 

Gervais
Ballena de pico de 

Gervais DD II Yes

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
ginkgodens

Ginkgo-toothed beaked 
whale

Mésoplodon De 
Nishiwaki Zifio de Nishiwaki DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon grayi Gray’s beaked whale Mésoplodon De 
Gray

Ballena de pico de 
Gray DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon hectori Hector’s beaked whale Mésoplodon De 
Hector

Ballena de pico de 
Héctor DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
hotaula

Deraniyagala’s beaked 
whale

Mesoplodon de 
Nishiwaki

Zifio de 
Deraniyagala DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon layardii
Strap-toothed beaked 
whale, Layard’s beaked 

whale

Mésoplodon de 
Layard

Ballena de pico de 
Layard DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon mirus True’s beaked whale Mésoplodon de True Ballena de pico de 
True DD II Yes

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon perrini Perrin’s beaked whale Mésoplodon De 
Perrin Zifio de Perrin DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
peruvianus Pygmy beaked whale Mésoplodon 

Pygmée Zifio peruano DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
stejnegeri Stejneger’s beaked whale Mésoplodon De 

Stejneger
Ballena de pico de 

Stejneger DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
traversii Spade-toothed whale Mésoplodon De 

Bahamonde
Zifio de 

Bahamonde DD II

Ziphiidae Mesoplodon 
densirostris Blainville’s beaked whale Baleine à bec de 

Blainville
Ballena de pico de 

Blainville DD II Yes

Ziphiidae Tasmacetus 
shepherdi

Shepherd’s beaked 
whale

Tasmacète de 
Shepherd

Ballena picuda de 
Shepherd DD II

Ziphiidae Ziphius cavirostris Cuvier’s beaked whale, 
goose-beaked whale

Baleine à bec de 
cuvier Ballena de Cuvier LC II Yes

Platanistidae Platanista gangetica South Asian river dolphin, 
Indian river dolphin Plataniste du Gange Delfín del Ganges EN I

Iniidae Inia geoffrensis Amazon river dolphin, 
Pink dolphin, boto

Dauphin de 
l’Amazone

Tonina rosada, 
tonina del Orinoco, 

bufeo
EN II Yes

Lipotidae Lipotes vexillifer Yangtze river dolphin 
(possibly extinct) Baiji Baiji CR I
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Pontoporiidae Pontoporia 
blainvillei

La Plata River Dolphin, 
Franciscana Dauphin de La Plata Franciscana, Delfín 

de La Plata, Tonina VU II

Monodontidae Delphinapterus 
leucas Beluga, white whale Bélouga, Dauphin 

blanc Ballena blanca LC II

Monodontidae Monodon 
monoceros Narwhal Narval Narval LC II

Delphinidae Cephalorhynchus 
commersonii Commerson’s dolphin Dauphin de 

Commerson

Delfín de 
Commerson, delfín 

pío
LC II

Delphinidae Cephalorhynchus 
eutropia Chilean dolphin Dauphin du Chili Delfín Chileno NT II

Delphinidae Cephalorhynchus 
heavisidii

Heaviside’s dolphin, 
Haviside’s dolphin

Dauphin de 
Heaviside Delfín de Heaviside NT II

Delphinidae Cephalorhynchus 
hectori Hector’s dolphin Dauphin d’Hector Delfín de Hector EN II

Delphinidae Delphinus delphis
Common dolphin (short-

beaked), saddleback 
dolphin

Dauphin commun Delfin común de 
pico corto LC II Yes

Delphinidae Delphinus capensis Common dolphin(long-
beaked)

Delfin común de 
pico largo DD II

Delphinidae Feresa attenuata Pygmy killer whale Orque pygmée Orca pigmea LC II Yes

Delphinidae Globicephala 
macrorhynchus Short-finned pilot whale Globicéphale 

tropical
Calderón de aleta 

corta LC II Yes

Delphinidae Globicephala melas Long-finned pilot whale Globicéphale noir Calderón negro LC II

Delphinidae Grampus griseus Risso’s dolphin Dauphin de Risso Delfín de Risso LC II Yes

Delphinidae Lagenodelphis 
hosei Fraser’s dolphin Dauphin de Fraser Delfín de Fraser, 

Borneo LC II Yes

Delphinidae Lagenorhynchus 
acutus

Atlantic white-sided 
dolphin

Dauphin à flancs 
blancs

Delfín de costados 
blancos LC II

Delphinidae Lagenorhynchus 
albirostris White-beaked dolphin Dauphin à bec blanc Delfin de hocicio 

blanco LC II

Delphinidae Lagenorhynchus 
australis Peale’s dolphin Dauphin de Peale Delfín austral LC II

Delphinidae Lagenorhynchus 
cruciger Hourglass dolphin Dauphin Crucigère Delfín cruzado LC II

Delphinidae Lagenorhynchus 
obliquidens

Pacific white-sided 
dolphin

Lagénorhynque 
à flanc blanc du 

Pacifique

Delfín lagenor 
ringo LC II

Delphinidae Lagenorhynchus 
obscurus Dusky dolphin Lagénorhynque 

sombre Delfín obscuro LC II

Delphinidae Lissodelphis 
borealis

Northern right-whale 
dolphin

Dauphin aptère 
boréal Delfín liso del norte LC II

Delphinidae Lissodelphis peronii Southern right-whale 
dolphin

Dauphin aptère 
austral

Delfín liso austral, 
tunina sinaleta LC II

Delphinidae Orcaella brevirostris Irrawaddy dolphin Orcelle Delfín del 
Irrawaddy EN I

Delphinidae Orcaella heinsohni Australian snubfin 
dolphin

Dauphin à aileron 
retroussé d’Australie

Delfín beluga de 
Heinsohn o delfín 

de aleta chata 
australiano

VU I

Delphinidae Orcinus orca Killer whale, orca Orque Orca DD II Yes

Delphinidae Peponocephala 
electra Melon-headed whale Péponocéphale Delfín cabeza de 

melón LC II Yes

Delphinidae Pseudorca 
crassidens False killer whale Pseudorque, faux 

orque Orca falsa NT II Yes
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Delphinidae Sousa teuszii Atlantic humpback 
dolphin

Dauphin Du 
Cameroun, 

Dauphin à bosse de 
l’Atlantique

Bufeo Africano, 
Delfín blanco 

Africano, Delfín 
jorobado del 

Atlántico

CR I

Delphinidae Sousa chinensis Indo-Pacific humpback 
dolphin

Dauphin à bosse de 
I’Indo-Pacifique

Delfin jorobado del 
Indo-Pacifico VU I

Delphinidae Sousa plumbea Indian Ocean humpback 
dolphin Dauphin à bosse Delfín giboso 

índico EN I

Delphinidae Sousa sahulensis Australian humpback 
dolphin, Sahul dolphin

Dauphin à bosse de 
l’Australie

Delfin jorobado de 
Australia VU I

Delphinidae Sotalia fluviatilis Tucuxi, estuarine dolphin Tucuxi Tucuxi DD I Yes

Delphinidae Sotalia guianensis Guiana dolphin, costero, 
sotalia

Dauphin de Guyane, 
Sotalie Tonina costera NT I Yes

Delphinidae Stenella attenuata Pantropical spotted 
dolphin

Dauphin tacheté 
pantropical

Delfín manchado 
pantropical LC II Yes

Delphinidae Stenella clymene Clymene dolphin Dauphin de Clymène Delfín de Clymene LC II Yes

Delphinidae Stenella 
coeruleoalba Striped dolphin Dauphin bleu et 

blanc Delfín listado LC II Yes

Delphinidae Stenella frontalis Atlantic spotted dolphin Dauphin tacheté de 
l’Atlantique

Delfín manchado 
del Atlántico LC II Yes

Delphinidae Stenella longirostris Spinner dolphin Dauphin à long bec Delfín rotador LC II Yes

Delphinidae Steno bredanensis Rough-toothed dolphin Sténo Delfín de dientes 
rugosos LC II Yes

Delphinidae Tursiops aduncus Indo-pacific bottlenose 
dolphins

Grand dauphin de 
l’Océan Indien

Delfin mular del 
oceano indico NT II

Delphinidae Tursiops truncatus Common bottlenose 
dolphin Grand dauphin Delfín nariz de 

botella LC II Yes

Phocoenidae Neophocaena 
phocaenoides

Indo-Pacific finless 
porpoise

Marsouin noir, 
marsouin de l’Inde

Marsopa sin aleta, 
marsopa negra VU I

Phocoenidae Neophocaena 
asiaeorientalis

Narrow-ridged finless 
porpoise Marsouin aptère Marsopa lisa EN I

Phocoenidae Phocoena dioptrica Spectacled porpoise Marsouin de Lahille, 
Marsouin à lunettes

Marsopa de 
anteojos LC II

Phocoenidae Phocoena 
phocoena Harbor porpoise Marsouin commun Marsopa común LC II

Phocoenidae Phocoena sinus Vaquita, Gulf of California 
harbor porpoise

Marsouin du golfe de 
Californie

Vaquita marina o 
cochito CR I

Phocoenidae Phocoena 
spinipinnis Burmeister’s porpoise Marsouin de 

Burmeister Marsopa espinosa NT II

Phocoenidae Phocoenoides dalli Dall porpoise Marsouin de Dall Marsopa de Dall LC II

 Order/ Ordre/ Orden: SIRENIA (All spp.)

Trichechidae Trichechus manatus West Indian manatee Lamantin des 
Antilles/des Caraïbes

Manatí antillano/
caribeño VU I Yes

Trichechidae Trichechus inunguis Amazonian Manatee Lamantin de 
l’Amazone Manatí Amazónico VU I Yes

Trichechidae Trichechus 
senegalensis African manatee Lamantin d’Afrique Manati de Africa VU I

Dugongidae Dugong dugon Dugong Dugong Dugon VU I

Order/ Ordre/ Orden: CARNIVORA

Mustelidae Pteronura 
brasiliensis Giant Otter Nutria gigante EN I Yes

Mustelidae Lontra longicaudis Southern neotropical 
otter Nutria neotropical NT I Yes
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A N N E X I I : Contracting Parties to the SPAW Protocol

S TAT U S O F R AT I F I CAT I O N O F T H E S PAW P R OTO C O L

S TAT E DAT E O F R AT I F I CAT I O N O R AC C E S S I O N

The Bahamas 24-Jun-10

Barbados 14-Oct-02

Belize 04-Jan-08

Colombia 05-Jan-98

Cuba 04-Aug-98

Dominican Republic 24-Nov-98

France 05-Apr-02

Grenada 05-Mar-12

Guyana 14-Jul-10

Honduras 13-Oct-18

Netherlands 02-Mar-92

Panama 27-Sept-96

Saint Lucia 18-May-00

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines 26-Jul-91

Trinidad and Tobago 10-Aug-99

United States of America 16-Apr-03

Venezuela 28-Jan-97
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A N N E X I I : SPAW Whale Watching Guidelines

OVERARCHING PRINCIPLES AND BEST 
PRACTICE GUIDELINES FOR MARINE 
MAMMAL WATCHING IN THE WIDER 
CARIBBEAN REGION (WCR) 2011

Management Considerations [abbreviated]
National licensing or permitting schemes to regulate: 

 • The number, size and type of vessels, 
 • Standards of operation 
 • Site specific and species-specific requirements 
 • Research and media
 • Training for operators

Guidelines for Watching Marine Mammals
 • Do not touch a marine mammal. 
 • Do not feed a marine mammal. 
 • Do not make any loud or sudden noises that are 

transmittable under water. 
 • Do not make sudden or repeated changes in 

direction or speed. 
 • Do not carry out any activities that might condition 

marine mammals to approach watercraft. 
 • Do not throw litter into the water. 
 • Dedicated observer(s) should be on duty, in 

addition to the captain of the vessel. 
 • Do not place a vessel in a position where it will 

drift into marine mammals. 
 • When watercraft are in known manatee habitat, 

speed should not exceed 5 knots. 
 • Leave boat engine on and in idle, or drop sails, 

when watching marine mammals. 
 • Do not disperse or separate a group of marine 

mammals. 
 • Watercraft should not chase, encircle, leap-frog, 

block the direction of travel of marine mammals 
or access to the open sea, or position itself in the 
middle of a group. 

 • If marine mammals approach the watercraft, slow 
down gradually, put engines in idle or drop sails. 

 • If dolphins approach a vessel to bow-ride or wake-
ride, maintain a steady speed and avoid changes 
in course. 

 • When departing from marine mammals, determine 
where the animals are relative to the watercraft 

to avoid collisions or coming too close to the 
animals, and increase speed gradually only after 
confirmation that the animals are outside the no 
approach zone. 

 • Watching marine mammals for more than 30 
minutes, or 3 dive sequences with sperm whales, is 
discouraged. 

 • Any accidents or collisions with marine mammals 
should be documented and reported to relevant 
authorities

Watercraft
Certain watercraft should not be used for marine 
mammal watching. These include jet skis and similar 
crafts (e.g. all motorized personal watercraft), parasail, 
remotely operated craft, wing in ground effect craft, 
hovercraft, windsurfers, kite surfers. The use of aircraft 
and helicopters for marine mammal watching is 
discouraged, except in the case of permitted scientific 
research and media

Angles And Distances of Approach
The most appropriate method for approaching a whale 
or a dolphin is from the side and slightly to the rear of 
the animal. Avoid approaches from head on or directly 
from behind. In the case of sperm whales, approach 
animals from the rear and slightly to the side

A caution zone is an area in which watercraft should 
proceed at a no-wake speed (6 knots or less). The 
caution zone is the area within 300m from a whale, 
150m from a dolphin and 50m from a manatee. Within 
50m of a manatee, engines should be shut off.

 •  No more than 3 watercraft should be in the 
caution zone of a marine mammal at a time. 

 • When there is more than one watercraft in the 
caution zone, operators should coordinate 
movements and maintain radio contact. 

 • Observe marine mammals at a speed not 
exceeding the speed of the slowest animal. 

The no approach zone is the minimum distance to 
which a watercraft may approach a marine mammal. 
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Engines should be in neutral, or sails dropped.
 • Minimum approach distances for whales in the 

region range from 50–250m. Minimum approach 
distances for dolphins in the region range from 
30–100m, including the area directly in front of and 
behind a pod. 

 • A standardized minimum approach distance of 
50m for whales and dolphins recommended but 
there may be conditions under which it would 
be recognized that a greater distance would be 
appropriate e.g. mother-calf pairs. 

 • Minimum approach distance for manatees is 30m. 
It was recognized that there may be conditions 
where greater distances may be appropriate, e.g. 
mother-calf pairs. 5 21. 

Aircraft: If permitted, the group recommended that 
aircraft may not approach (in height or distance) to 
within 500m of a marine mammal

Mother and Calf Pairs
 • Exercise extreme caution with groups containing 

calves. 
 • Site-specific restrictions on length of encounter 

and distance of approach should be considered 
for groups with calves

Swimming and Diving with Marine Mammals  
in the Wild
Scientific studies should be initiated to assess: 
a) the associated risk to the safety of the people 
participating in swim-with activities; and b) the current 
and potential future impacts of these activities on the 
target cetacean species. Any accidents should be 
documented and reported to relevant authorities. 

 • Particularly sensitive animals (e.g. mothers with 
calves) and habitats (e.g. calving and feeding 
grounds) should be provided additional protection 
(refer to Management Considerations) 

 • No sub-surface swimming activities should be 
allowed, including the use of any underwater 
breathing apparatus and scooters. 

 • Underwater flash photography or lighted filming 
should not be allowed. 

 • An adaptive precautionary approach should 
be taken when reviewing swim-with operating 
procedures. Consideration should be given to: 

 − Regular review of operational standards as 
credible scientific information on the impacts 
of swim-with programmes becomes more 
available;

 −  All persons in the water with marine mammals 
should be accompanied by an appropriately 
trained local guide; 

 − Limiting the maximum number of vessels 
permitted to undertake swim with activities in 
a region;

 −  Limiting the number of swimmers allowed 
in the water at any one time with a marine 
mammal or group of marine mammals; 

 − Limiting the maximum amount of in-water 
time allowed with a marine mammal or 
group of marine mammals per day, including 
maximum swim time for each interaction, 
time required between successive swims 
with 6 each animal and maximum cumulative 
interaction time with each animal per day;

 −  Appropriate drop-off distance for swimmers 
and minimum swimmer distance from 
animals;

 −  Entering the water with marine mammals 
during behaviorally sensitive situations should 
be discouraged; 

 − Swimming with mothers and calves should be 
discouraged; 

 − Prohibit leap-frogging and limit the number of 
swimmer drop offs or attempts.
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F O OT N OT E S A N D R E F E R E N C E S

1. The neotropical river otter is not a listed species on SPAW Annex II; it 
is listed on SPAW Annex III.

2. According to Article 11(b): “Parties shall adopt cooperative measures 
to ensure the protection and recovery of endangered and threatened 
species fauna listed in Annexes II by prohibiting the taking, possession 
or killing (including, to the extent possible, the incidental taking, 
possession or killing) or commercial trade in such species, their eggs, 
parts or products.” Also included in these prohibitions is “to the extent 
possible, the disturbance of such species, particularly during periods 
of breeding, incubation, estivation or migration and other periods of 
biological stress.” Article 11.2 allows limited exemptions, as follows: 
“Each Party may adopt exemptions to the prohibitions prescribed for 
the protection and recovery of the species listed in Annexes I and 
II for scientific, educational or management purposes necessary to 
ensure the survival of the species or to prevent significant damage 
to forests or crops. Such exemptions shall not jeopardize the species 
and shall be reported to the Organization in order for the Scientific 
and Technical Advisory Committee to assess the pertinence of the 
exemptions granted.”

3. This mechanism may build upon the network established by the 
CARI’MAM Project.

4. Several versions of a more comprehensive MMAP were eventually 
streamlined to a proposed MMAP that focused on a five-year plan of 
action. UNEP(DEPI)/CAR WG.27/2. Rev.3 (August 2005) is the original 
action plan with comprehensive recommendations. UNEP(DEPI)/CAR 
IG.25/4 (November 2006) was the first iteration of the Priority Actions 
and Five-Year Plan presented to COP4.

5. MMAP as adopted in September 2008 at COP5. UNEP(DEPI)/CAR 
IG.29/INF.4 (November 2008)

6. UNEP(DEPI)/CAR IG.29/INF.4 (September 2010)

7. Interim reports on MMAP implementation activities were provided 
to SPAW COP6 (Montego Bay, Jamaica) in October 2010 and COP8 
(Cartagena, Colombia) in December 2014. [UNEP(DEPI)/CAR IG.29/INF.4 
and UNEP(DEPI)/CAR WG.36/INF.6]

8. UNEP(DEPI)/CAR WG.31/INF.14. (April 2008). Draft compilation 
of capacities for marine mammals. United Nations Environment 
Programme. (presented to SPAW STAC4. Gosier, Guadeloupe, July 2008)

9. MMAP as adopted in September 2008 at COP5, including 5-year 
prioritised objectives and outputs. UNEP(DEPI)/CAR IG.29/INF.4 
(November 2008)

10. A separate data sheet was prepared for each Country, summarizing 
available data, and supporting the assessments below. These data 
sheets are not presented within this technical report.

11. http://laws.bahamas.gov.bs/cms/images/
LEGISLATION/SUBORDINATE/2005/2005-0080/
MarineMammalProtectionGeneralRegulations_1.pdf and 
http://laws.bahamas.gov.bs/cms/images/LEGISLATION/
PRINCIPAL/2005/2005-0012/MarineMammalProtectionAct_1.pdf

12. See for example, FAO. (2016). Fisheries and Aquaculture in The 
Bahamas: A Review. 79 pp. https://www.bahamas.gov.bs/wps/wcm/ 
connect/e1d636dd-1a9b-4661-9e38-ba9bf546a534/FINAL+Bahamas+ 
Fisheries+%26+Aquaculture+Sector+Review+17Nov16.pdf?MOD= 
AJPERES

13. Bahamas Fisheries Resources (Jurisdiction and Conservation Act) 
https://elaw.org/sites/default/files/content_type_law_attachment/
FisheriesResourcesJurisdictionandConservationAct_1.pdf

14. https://www.stanielcay.com/pdfs/FisheriesRegulationsBooklet.pdf

15. Comments from Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM), 
Milton Haughton, September 28, 2020.

16. http://www.tribune242.com/news/2019/nov/01/stop-disney-group-
resumes-campaign/ and http://www.tribune242.com/news/2019/
jul/31/petition-wont-stop-disney-development/ and https://www.
orlandosentinel.com/travel/florida-cruise-guide/os-tr-cru-royal-
caribbean-perfect-day-at-cococay-opening-soon-story.html; https://
www.cruisehive.com/carnival-agrees-to-new-cruise-port-in-the-
bahamas/33755

17. Comments from Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM), 
Milton Haughton, September 28, 2020.

18. https://thenassauguardian.com/2019/10/21/reearth-calls-for-reversal-
of-oil-drilling-license/ and https://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/
environment/article240817596.html

19. https://www.bpcplc.com/about-us/about-the-bahamas/oil-
exploration-present/

20. Freeport Container Port on Grand Bahama largest commercial 
transshipment facility in the region.

21. Ibid.

22. https://www.itopf.org/knowledge-resources/countries-territories-
regions/countries/bahamas/

23. https://www.freeportcontainerport.com/

24. https://www.wildquest.com/wp-content/uploads/CodeOfConduct.
pdf 

25. http://www.mpatlas.org/region/country/BHS/#:~:text=The%20
Bahamas%20is%20part%20of,their%20marine%20environments%20
by%202020.

26. http://www.thebahamasweekly.com/uploads/17/MPASTMT.pdf

27. Hoyt, E. (2005). Marine Protected Areas for Whales, Dolphins, and 
Porpoises. Earthscan, London. 

28. https://www.afcea.org/content/navy-extends-pae-applied-
technologies-contract-atlantic-undersea-test-and-evaluation-center-
support

29. Stranded species included two West Indian Manatees. One 
stranded alive (2009) and later died, and the other (2017)was rescued, 
rehabbed and released.

30. Strandings data provided by Diane Claridge and Charlotte Dunn of 
Bahamas Marine Mammal Research Organization (BMMRO).

31. Department of Commerce and Secretary of the Navy. (2001). Joint 
Interim Report: Bahamas Marine Mammal Stranding Event of 15-16 
March 2000. December. Accessible at https://www.thecre.com/
sefReports/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/Evans-D.I..pdf 

32. Filadelfo, R., Mintz, J., Michlovich, E., D’Amico, A., Tyack, P., and 
Ketten, D. R. (2009). Correlating military sonar use with beaked whale 
mass strandings: What do the historical data show? Aquatic Mammals, 
35(4), 435-444.

33. Ibid. 

34. https://www.caribbeanlifenews.com/the-bahamas-pursues-search-
for-oil/

35. Melillo-Sweeting, K., Yeater, D., and Dudzinski, K. (2015). Dolphin 
sightings near the coast of Bimini, The Bahamas, 2003-2013. Aquatic 
Mammals, 41(3), 245-251.
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