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Florida’s dolphins face a wide variety of concurrent and cumulative 
natural and anthropogenic threats – conservation efforts are needed



Conservation is often an ongoing, iterative process, 
combining research and action:

1. Identify and characterize the issue.
2. Develop and implement conservation measures.
3. Evaluate the effectiveness of the conservation measures.
4. Refine/revise conservation actions to better address the issue.
5. Repeat steps 3 and 4 as necessary...

Conservation of long-lived 
species can require and/or 
benefit from long-term 
research. 

1 month old 67 years old



Along the central west coast of Florida, a collaborative effort 
between the Chicago Zoological Society and Mote Marine 

Laboratory works to study bottlenose dolphins from “cradle 
to grave” and tries to mitigate conservation issues

Sarasota 
Dolphin Research 
Program: 
initiated in 1970

Stranding
Investigations
Program: 
initiated in 1985



Sarasota Dolphin Research Program:
Primary Activities

1. Photographic identification surveys: monitoring 
and surveillance

2. Capture-release: health assessment, life history
3. Biopsy dart sampling: population structure
4. Behavioral observations, acoustics
5. Telemetry development and application
6. Rescues and interventions
7. Post-intervention follow-up monitoring
8. Ecological perspective: fish surveys, shark 

tracking, red tide monitoring
9. Training of students and professionals
10. Outreach and education
11. Conservation service: panels, working groups, 

consultations



Multi-decadal, multi-generational, year-round resident 
community of bottlenose dolphins in Sarasota Bay

Spans up to 5 concurrent generations, with individuals up to 67 yrs old

Nicklo (grandmother)
62 yrs old in photo 

(67 yo in 2017)

BlackTipDoubleDip 
(female associate)
59 yrs old in photo 

(not seen since 2015) Eve (mother)
14 yrs old in photo 

(now 20 yo)

F286 (grandson)
Newborn in photo (now 6 yo) Photo: June 2012



Mote Marine Laboratory’s Stranding Investigations Program
Graphic is through 2016 – 19 more cetaceans in 2017



Stranding data help to identify conservation issues
Carcass recovery, examination, sampling, UME detection, diet



Conservation Challenge/Solution: One of the biggest 
challenges to successful conservation of Florida’s dolphins:

$$$ - predictable support is required to maintain consistent and 
continuous operations to conduct the long-term work necessary to 
develop, implement, assess, and adapt conservation programs for 
long-lived animals.
Our solution:  We have had to be creative and persistent to find support 
for nearly five decades of work…we are grateful for the support of 
these entities, among others:



With this support, the combined efforts of 
the CZS Sarasota Dolphin Research 

Program and the MML Stranding 
Investigations Program have the goal of 

enhancing protection of dolphin 
populations, and involve: 



Conservation Activity #1: The establishment of a reference 
population for comparative investigations of at-risk 
populations elsewhere.

Sarasota Bay
Reference Site

Barataria Bay, LA
2011, 2013, 2014
2016, 2017, 2018

Mississippi 
Sound 
2013, 2018

Brunswick/Sapelo
2009

Beaufort 
1995

St. Joseph Bay
2005, 2006

Sarasota Bay serves as a reference site for 
NOAA for bottlenose dolphin health 
comparisons to investigate events and impacts



Conservation Activity #2:  Development of reference health 
parameter values.
Long-term health monitoring, large sample sizes, repeated sampling, 
availability of stranders, facilitate developing reference ranges.

Since 1988:
• 274 individuals examined, sampled in Sarasota.

• Up to 17 re-captures (over decades).

• 841 sets of samples for blood chemistry and 
hematology, urinalysis, serology, biotoxins, 
microbiology, inorganic/organic contaminants.

• 838 sets of measurements of weight, blubber 
depth, and/or morphometrics.

• >100 peer-reviewed scientific publications on 
health, physiology, contaminants.



Conservation Activity #3: Surveillance, facilitating 
discovery of disease, condition changes and injuries, as 
well as timely detection of situations (e.g., entanglements) 
that would benefit from interventions.
FB47 - 1982

CNIH - 1989



Conservation Activity #4:  Compilation of long-term 
datasets on dolphins, prey, predators, and environmental 
variables for trend detection.
Opportunistic observations, systematic observations, stomach contents, prey sampling, 
shark tracking, red tide monitoring

Dr. Nelio Barros: 1960-2010



Conservation Activity #5: Archiving of biological 
samples for subsequent analyses including 
retrospective studies as new concerns emerge and new 
assays are developed.



Conservation Activity #6: Opportunities to test or refine new 
approaches, tools, and techniques.

Hearing
(USF)

Breath 
Analysis 
(UCD)

X-Rays (UF)

Pneumotach Respirometry
(TAMUCC/WHOI)

Doubly-labeled water (UCSC)

Metabolic Rates

Overhead
Body

Condition
Imaging

(Duke/WHOI)

DTAG 
(WHOI/USA/
SMRU)

Satellite-linked TDR Tag 
& Attachment Tests



Conservation Activity #7: Maintaining rescue readiness with 
a trained team and equipment.
Able to engage in interventions upon request/approval by NOAA

Ginger - 2008

Nellie - 2010

FB28 - 2007

Vidalia - 2011

Toro - 2004
Placida - 2003

Scrappy - 2006
Lizzie - 2012

FMMSN1319-2013

Skipper - 2014

Speedy-2014

Parcel-2015

Bill-2016



Conservation Activity #8: Training personnel to build 
conservation capacity in other regions/countries.
e.g., Franciscana tagging and tracking in Argentina and Brazil

Brazil

Argentina

Baia da 
Babitonga

Tri-National Research Team

Wells, R. S., P. Bordino and D. C. Douglas.  2013.  Patterns of social 
association in Franciscanas, Pontoporia blainvillei.  Marine 
Mammal Science.

Bahia 
Samborombon
2005, 2006, 2010

Bahia San Blas
2007, 2008



Conservation Activity #9: Identifying relative contributions 
of different sources of mortality and serious injury. 
From observations/strandings: 33% of losses recovered as carcasses



Conservation Challenge: Human Interactions are a large 
and increasing threat to dolphins in Sarasota.

Exacerbated by illegal provisioning, and interactions with bait/catch



Our solution: Education and outreach activities...but how do 
we reach appropriate audiences and get them to care 

enough to make a difference?
Audiences/venues/materials:
1. Stakeholder meetings/town halls.
2. Elementary school curriculum.
3. High school field and lab activities.
4. College internship opportunities.
5. Grad student and professional opportunities.
6. Videos, social media presence.
7. Printed materials: books, brochures, cards.
8. Scientific publications.

30-sec PSA



Our solution: Education and outreach activities...but how 
do we reach appropriate audiences and get them to care 

enough to make a difference?Approach:
1. Gordon Bauer suggested that facts are not enough, and we need 

to influence behaviors more than attitudes. 
2. Heidi Harley suggested using empathy and rapport to influence 

behavior change - the in-group concept.
3. We have been using a combination of these ideas to promote 

conservation of Sarasota dolphins, based on long-term research, 
using the strength of our past efforts to look to the future:
• Helping people to relate to the dolphins as individuals, as 

neighbors, with local histories and dramas that we have 
documented over the course of their lives;

• When possible, we give voice to issues through our staff and 
students - who better to interpret and speak passionately 
about our findings?

Risky unnatural feeding 
behaviors are spread 
through dolphin social 
learning – we try to mitigate 
through human education.



And if we need more, we can play the “cuteness card” to 
get people to care about issues faced by these animals.
After Megan’s talk on Wednesday, there may be stiff competition for 

“King of Cute” among Florida’s aquatic mammals…

vs.

You be the judge….
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