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 Context :  

The Caribbean is one of the 35 biodiversity hotspots in the world. Beyond its natural richness, 
this archipelago is also unique due to its significant diversity of territories. This diversity 
implies differences in languages, regulations or even cultures, which can sometimes make 
collaboration complicated. These differences are particularly pronounced when dealing with 
the conservation of marine mammals. Some islands have very active and long-standing local 
NGOs, others have established protected areas or sanctuaries, while some territories are not 
aware of the species present in their waters or even still engage in hunting. 

According to the latest Marine Mammal Action Plan, at least 33 species of cetaceans have been 
documented in the region, which is more than a third of the world's diversity (90 species in 
2020). The Wider Caribbean Region is an essential habitat for the majority of them, especially 
for reproduction and foraging. Although some species are already classified as endangered, 
data are still largely insufficient for the majority of them. It is therefore possible that some 
populations are already in a critical need for conservation without our knowing it. 

The study of cetaceans is a real challenge and requires significant investment of financial and 
human resources. Until now, scientific studies of Caribbean marine mammals have often been 
carried out by European or North American researchers, without necessarily involving local 
actors. To date, these scientific missions have contributed little to the development of 
capacity within the Caribbean. However, fostering local partnerships can capitalize on 
traditional knowledge and assist international researchers. In 2016, researchers Shane Gero 
and Hal Whitehead described the decline in the Lesser Antilles sperm whale population thanks 
to long-term monitoring carried out each year by the Dominica Sperm Whale Project. In 2019 
and 2020, expeditions between Grenada and St Kitts led by doctoral student from Dalhousie 
University in Canada, Felicia Vachon, helped sharpen knowledge about the distribution of social 
clans. Thanks to this increase in the search area, a new estimate of 411 individuals could be 
determined and a third vocal clan detected. 

As a result of the global health crisis linked to COVID-19, Dalhousie University has had to cancel 
its third year of field research . Nevertheless, it wished to continue the 2021 mission by 
supporting the Caribbean Cetacean Society (CCS) via a partnership in order to sustain this 
cooperative effort locally. This year, the research campaign will also make it possible to 
integrate the northern islands as far as Anguilla, as well as to develop the skills of actors in the 
Antilles through training and field experiences by including them in research projects. As this 
mission is part of an approach based on international cooperation, members of each Caribbean 
territory will be invited to participate, emphasizing the development of female leadership and 
young people, while cooperating with the world's leading specialists. It is essential that we 

take local responsibility for safeguarding our heritage, which is also an important source 
of our blue economy. 

Several projects have initiated cooperation, such as the CHAMP or 
CARI'MAM project, but they are generally limited in time. The Caribbean 

Cetacean Society is a local association which aims to perpetuate a 
network of Caribbean actors to set up long-term conservation 
actions. Currently, it is the only organization dedicated to the 
conservation of cetaceans in the whole of the Antilles. 
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Scientific objectives:

The main objectives of this study are:
To assess population size, distribution, movements, social structure and vocal clans of Lesser 
Antilles sperm whales, extending the research to the northern islands from St Kitts to Anguilla.

This project also aims to:
• Improve knowledge on the diversity, distribution and relative densities of cetacean species in 

the Lesser Antilles. 

• Contribute to the supply of acoustic databases of different species of cetaceans for better 
identification by artificial intelligence systems. 

• Study the role of environmental variables in the diversity and distribution of cetaceans in the 

West Indies, particularly in the context of a volcanic eruption. 

Fig 1 : Map showing the movements of sperm whales photo identified between 2019 and 2020. Each point 
corresponds to an identification. The solid lines represent the movements between the two years, the 
dotted lines the movements over the same year. (F. Vachon et al, in prep)
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Fig 2 : Boundary diagram of the three study areas.

Methods :  

The study will take place between May 15 to August 15, 2021, aboard a Catamaran Lagoon 40, to 
carry out six expeditions from Martinique, of 15 days each. Transects will be conducted between 
the islands of Anguilla and Grenada up to 15 nautical miles from the coast or up to the 1000m 
isobath if possible in the case of islands located on a large plateau. The effort will be spread over 
three geographic research areas (South, Center and North Zones), explored by two expeditions 
each, the order of which will be determined according to weather conditions. 

The method used during the 2019 and 2020 expeditions by Dalhousie University will be utilized 
for this work. A towed hydrophone will be used to record sounds continuously, prioritizing sailing 
movements. 

The hydrophone will be monitored every 30 minutes to determine if a cetacean is present or not. 
During the day, a visual surveillance effort will be carried out continuously. When sperm whale 
clics are detected, acoustic tracking will be triggered (thanks to a directional hydrophone) to 
record their vocalizations (the codas* make it possible to distinguish social clans) and visual 
monitoring will link the recordings to the observations, as well as the recognition of individuals 
by photo identification (photograph of the caudal fin). 

The boat's movements, observations and environmental parameters will be geolocated and 
recorded via the ObsenMer application in expert mode. The photos will be tagged on the open 
platform Flukebook to increase cooperation and data sharing in the region.



 

Expected results : 

Following the 2019 and 2020 expeditions, distribution density maps and movements of vocal clans 
of sperm whales as well as distribution of other species were established by Felicia Vachon et al. 
2021 

We want to study whether changes in distribution and density are observable in the same 

geographical area and allow the northern islands to benefit from similar results to improve 

conservation. 

By increasing the search area, a better population estimate was obtained in 2020. We hope to 

complete and further refine the previous results by including the northern territories.

Fig 3 :  Carte représentant les aires de forte concentration de : A) Cachalots, B) Baleines à bosse, 
C) Delphinidés. Le panneau D représente le tracking du bateau comme mesure de l’effort. Carte 
générée avec la fonction kernel density de ArcGis. (F. Vachon et al) 
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Logistics and participation :  

All departures will be from Martinique, every two weeks.

The number of participants on board will be reduced in order to comply with the required health 
measures for COVID-19. The crew will consist of a captain, a coordinator, two biologists and 
potentially volunteers. 

A questionnaire is available on the CCS website: www.ccs-ngo.com 

Or by requesting it by email at: contact@ccs-ngo.com 

This questionnaire will collect information and will facilitate greater participation by interested 
parties in the various expeditions. 


