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VAQUITA MARINA 2015

ESTIMATING ABUNDANCE OF MEXICO'S CRITICALLY
ENDANGERED PORPOISE

Today marks the conclusion of a vaquita survey bound for the
conservation history books as either a major contributor to turning
the tides and saving vaquita or to further document their steep decline
to extinction. Looking back at the last report from the 2008 vaquita
survey is sobering. On that 2008 survey, vaquitas were the most
common marine mammal sighted and the research done on the survey
looked promising to develop an acoustic monitoring program.
Subsequently, this acoustic monitoring program revealed a shocking
decline of vaquitas between 2011 and 2015, a result of accidental kills
from legal fisheries coupled with the boom in illegal fishing for
totoaba. Now, in 2015, we are relieved to have seen vaquitas on this
survey, but data indicate that between our 2008 survey and now, we
have likely lost 7 out of every 10 vaquitas from an already critically
endangered species. Rebuilding the population to 2008 levels will
require 40 years at vaquita’s maximum population growth rate.

But the 2015 survey has brought some positive results. In 2008, the
waters outside the Vaquita Refuge were filled with gillnets. The
initiation of the 2-year ban on these nets earlier in 2015, and the
subsequent enforcement of the ban by the Navy have resulted in
gillnet-free waters. We are reminded on a daily basis that vaquitas
and humans enjoy a healthy, productive habitat in one of the most
beautiful places on earth. We hope you can enjoy and be inspired by
this beauty with photos contributed by our science team. We were also
incredibly lucky to have high officials, top media and fishermen see
vaquitas with their own eyes. The vaquitas came through even if the
weather did not!

The fishermen in the communities affected by vaquita conservation
actions deserve special mention and thanks. We were pleased to host
13 representatives of these communitieson the ship during our survey.
The day was chosen to give the best opportunity possible to have
them see our work, and, with luck, vaquitas themselves. We were
successful on both counts. Only a few fishermen actually got to see
vaquitas, but there were none in the group denying the existence of
vaquitas by day’s end. As was the case in 2008, the exchange of
information with leadership of the fishing cooperatives was a positive
experience. We look forward to the research focus next year being on
alternative vaquita-friendly fishing gear so the fishermen can return to
work while vaquitas recover.
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The survey successfully completed Primary and Core tracklines in the calm conditions
(less than Beaufort 8) needed to see vaquitas. We knew we needed on the order of 40
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vaquita sightings to estimate what population biologists call the “detection function”
(essentially an estimate of how far away from the ship vaquitas can be detected visually),
and we knew the number of vaquitas had decreased since 2008. So, we planned for a
longer survey (64 days, compared to 39 days in 2008), we added more survey lines, and
we conducted our 2015 survey on the same ship we have used for decades to keep
conditions of the viewing platform unchanged from past surveys. Our planning paid off.
At the end of the 2015 survey, we have covered 900 nautical miles of trackline but made
only 28 vaquita sightings. Sightings will
be turned into numbers of vaquitas by a
s group of experts over the coming months
y so it 1s important to note that the
e St sightings are not a census (there are more
N than 28 vaquitas) but contribute to a
density estimate. As was typical of past
surveys, vaquitas were found along ridges
in the far northwestern portion of the
Gulf. Acoustic data confirmed visual
results in the areas where both methods
were used. Few vaquitas were detected in
the shallower waters where the ship could
not survey, however the waters near El
Golfo de Santa Clara were visited
regularly by vaquitas.
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The total number of sightings for the 2015 survey was 515 (from two separate and
independent survey locations on the ship). Of these, 264 were dolphins (bottlenose and
common), and 214 were whales (Bryde’s, fin, and humpback). Many sightings were not
identified to species because the focus on vaquitas meant that effort on non-vaquita
sightings was minimized. The greatest difference between the previous survey in 2008,
and the one we have just concluded is that vaquita was the most common species
sighted in the former survey, and one of the rarest now.
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Making the longest ever vaquita survey happen would not have been possible without an
enormous international team effort. The Chief Scientists (Lorenzo Rojas-Bracho and Barbara
Taylor) extend our sincere thanks to this entire team of professionals dedicated to vaquita
conservation.

The survey has been supported by the Government of Mexico, through Secretarfa de Medio
Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT), the Ministry of Environment and Natural
Resources. We are very grateful to Secretary Rafael Pacchiano for all his efforts to make the
survey possible. Our deepest thanks to Adriana Michel for her constant support with developing
the agreements to receive the funds.

The implementation of the survey was possible thanks to Dr. José Sarukhdn and M. Sc. Ana
Luisa Guzmén from the Comisién Nacional para el Conocimiento y Uso de La Biodiversidad
(CONABIO), National Commission for Biodiversity, and the Fideicomiso Fondo para la
Biodiversidad. Our warmest appreciation to Antonio Robles (CONABIO) for incredible
efficiency, advice and maintaining an excellent mood in the administration and use of the survey
tunds.

Thanks to Deputy Minster Martha Garcfarivas, Augusto Mirafuentes, Alfonso de la Torre and
Poncho Blancafort for supporting many events on board the OS and communications on
moorings to CONAPESCA and the Secretarfa de Comunicaciones y Transportes -Minsitry of
Communications and Transport. Thanks to Aida Penia Jaramillo (UCAI) and José Aguilar
(SRE) for helping with all the research permit process.
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Thanks to the Contralmirante Antonio Toledano, commander office of the Navy Sector in San
Felipe, and Capitan Alcazar for the excellent job in the enforcement of the gillnet ban and for
their support during the 64 days of the survey.

Thanks to the crew of the R/V Ocean Starr for being the best crew we have worked with that
were truly dedicated team members.

Thanks to our observer dream team for their continual good humor, support and
professionalism: Tim Gerrodette, Juan Carlos Salinas, Suzanne Yin, Dawn Breese, Paula Olson,
Robert Pitman, Susie Calderan, Adam U, Ernesto Vizquez, Jay Barlow, Todd Pusser, Cornelia
Oedekoven, Jeff Moore, Lisa Ballance, Karin Forney, and Andrea Bendlin, Melody Baran.
Thanks also to our visiting observers Ivonne Vomend, Teodora Leén Garcia and Damaso Lopez
(SEMAR) and Gilberto Genero Ortega.

Very special thanks to the survey coordinator Annette Henry, tireless before, during and after
the survey and kept us smiling throughout. The support of NOAA fisheries with both
equipment and personnel was critical and we are very grateful to Lisa Ballance, Director of the
Marine Mammal and Turtle Division and Cisco Werner, Director of the Southwest Fisheries
Science Center. We thank Jim Gilpatrick, Al Jackson and Sarah Mesnick for logistical and
communications skills contributed to the survey.

Thanks to The Marine Mammal Center, especially to I'rances Gulland, Marci Davis and Jeff
Boehm for jumping in when we most needed support with the management of the observers’
contracts and other administrative issues.
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