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Project Summary 

Honduras and the Bay Islands are known for both the quality of coral reef systems and for 

the likelihood of encountering the mega fauna which frequents the islands coastline. For 

example, Utila is famed for visiting whale sharks. However, as the pilot study off the waters 

of Utila has shown, coastal waters also play host to a variety of marine mammals. 

The study of cetaceans in Honduras has a very recent history, and only a few efforts have 

been made in assessing coastal populations based on a field research in Utila, Bay Islands.  

The purpose of this study was to generate baseline information for the long-term monitoring 

programme on the diversity of dolphin and whale species in these waters. Regular boat-

based surveys and photo-identification techniques were employed to study the occurrence, 

distribution and behaviour of cetaceans in the waters off Utila. Between May and November 

2007, 41 survey trips were conducted and a total effective effort of 143 h and 1648 km of 

cetacean survey were logged in the waters around the island. A total of 25 sightings were 

made of five identified species including long-snouted spinner dolphins (Stenella 

longisrostris), bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), rough-toothed dolphins (Steno 

bredanensis), long-finned pilot whales (Globicephala melas) and orcas (Orcinus orca). 

Spinner dolphins were the most commonly sighted of the five delphinind species with 44% 

of all sightings and were predominantly recorded on the south side of the island. 26 groups 

were observed from which 76 reliably marked individuals were identified and catalogued. 

Minimum group size observed was one individual for pilot whales, and maximum group size 

was 100, recorded for spinner dolphins. Animals used the study area for different activities 

with travel comprising 42% of all behaviours observed while feeding only 4%. In addition, 

sightings reported by the local dive shops and individuals expanded the knowledge of 

cetacean occurrence in these waters. Moreover, such involvement facilitates the 

development of positive relationships between scientists and local community.  
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1. General Introduction 

 

1.1 Cetaceans 

Whales, dolphins and porpoises belong to the order Cetacea, comprising 85 species to date 

and traditionally divided into two suborders: the Mysticetes (or baleen whales) and the 

odontocetes (or toothed whales). The Mysticetes are made up of four families, totaling 14 

species, whilst the odontocetes include ten families with 71 species. The family Delphinidae 

is the largest of all the Odontocete families. Members of this family are generally 

characterized by the presence of a distinct beak, two or more fused cervical vertebrae, and 

20 or more pairs of teeth in the upper jaw (Reeves et al., 2002). 

 Cetaceans live in all oceans around the world. Some whales, dolphins and porpoises 

live near the coast, frequenting shallow waters, but a large number of them roam the open 

seas and make regular migrations. Although some cetaceans are solitary, many are fairly 

social, often traveling in pods of at least two. Pods are coherent, long-term social units that 

vary in size and structure although composition is largely based on age, sex and reproductive 

condition. Many pods are composed of mother-calf pairs and pods of mature females and 

their recent offspring while others occur in mixed-sex or single sex groups. Calf protection is 

probably a key function for the stable groupings of females. Some adult males are observed 

to be alone, in pairs or occasional trios, moving between female groups in their age range, 

pairing up with females for brief periods.  At times several pods may join for short periods to 

form herds or aggregations of up to several hundred animals.  The principal function of 

grouping in these species is most likely to increase foraging efficiency and vigilance to 

predators (Connor, 2000).  

 Whales and dolphins are among the planet’s most well known but also increasingly 

vulnerable marine mammals. The IUCN lists 28 cetacean species as lower risk, 5 as 

vulnerable, 7 as endangered, 2 as critically endangered, and 39 as data deficient. All 

cetaceans are listed in CITES Appendix II and Appendix I (IUCN Red List, 2007).  

 Many cetacean species migrate annually between pelagic and coastal areas, and so 

are subject to different threats at different times of the year.  
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 The Caribbean marine and coastal environment is exposed to the toxic effects of 

shoreline developments, contamination from pesticides and agricultural run-off, waste 

dumped from ships as well as impacts of climate change are taking a toll in the ecosystems. 

Dolphins and whales are important tourist attraction too. But together with economic 

benefits to communities the rise in boat traffic could affect their reproductive, feeding and 

socialization. It is not a question of conserving whales and dolphins because they are pretty, 

but because of the role they play in global ecosystem. Being predators at the top of the food 

chain they feel accumulated impact of all changes in the environment. (Reeves et al., 2003). 

 To date no one has undertaken systematic and sustained data collection of whales 

and dolphins within Honduras. Consequently there is no reliable information on which to 

base conservation initiatives or develop management plans. The pilot study conducted from 

May to November 2007 provided evidence that at least five species of cetaceans are 

encountered in the waters off Utila. Whilst mega fauna tourism is likely to increase before 

guidelines and sustainable tourism initiatives can be developed, information about the 

current status including distribution, abundance and behaviour of cetaceans need to be 

assessed and community awareness and understanding of these creatures promoted.  

 In addition, reliable abundance estimates are needed if there is to be any hope of 

assessing the true nature and scale of cetacean interactions with fisheries, detecting and 

measuring trends in populations caused by chemical and noise pollution, boat disturbance 

and habitat degradation. IUCN Conservation Action Plan for the World’s Cetaceans points 

out that in Latin America, in general, there is little quantitative information for the most 

species and populations. (Reeves et al.,2003).  

 

1.2 Species 

1.2.1 Long-snouted spinner dolphins Stenella longorostris 

Spinner dolphins are of the most acrobatic of all cetaceans and famous for their spectacular 

aerial displays such as spinning leaps that can spin up to 7 times along its vertical axis in a 

single leap. This behaviour correlates with the general alertness of a school, and occur most 

often when the school is dispersed. It may also serve to dislodge parasites or remoras. 
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 Spinner dolphins are usually found in inshore waters, close to the islands, banks.  

Adults range in size from 1.60 to 2m in length and 60 to 100kg in weight. Long slender body 

and the erect dorsal fin are characteristic to these cetaceans (CMS, 2007; Oremus et al., 

2007). Species is characterized as having fluid social system with no consistent leader in 

group.  

 

1.2.2 Rough toothed dolphins Steno bredanensis 

Tropical and subtropical species. Most often they are found in deep water far offshore. For 

example in Hawaiian archipelago this species was never sighted in waters less than 500m 

deep, but in contrast off the coast of Brazil rough tootheds are encountered in waters less 

than 20m. 

 Head of the dolphin has a unique shape – long narrow rostrum with no crease 

between rostrum and forehead. Beak runs smoothly into the forehead. Adults usually reach 

2.8-3m in length and weight up to 160kg.  

 Tight group formation, synchronized activities, spatial proximity while traveling and 

distinctive “surfing” behaviour (dolphin moves at a high speed with chin and the head above 

the water) is described for rough-toothed dolphins. Eavesdropping is also observed i.e. 

passive listening on echoes from echolocation signals from other members of the group.  

There are suggestions that Steno spp. might be specialized in feeding mahi-mahi or dorado 

fish which is known to follow warm currents. Surface feeding in association with birds was 

also recorded (CMS, 2007).   

 Little is known about this species thus the possibility of semi-resident population in 

Utila and surrounding waters provides a unique opportunity to learn more about the rough 

toothed dolphin biology and ecology.  Data collected over the years may reveal residency 

patterns and seasonal changes in distribution. 

 

1.2.3 Common Bottlenose dolphin Tursiops truncatus 

These dolphins are distributed inshore and offshore habitats in both hemispheres. They are 

very powerful swimmers, and often display a variety of playful and acrobatic behaviours 

such as breaching, lobtailing, bow-riding and wake-riding. Interestingly, they may be found 
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in association with a variety of other animals, including other dolphins, whales, fish and 

turtles. The diet of bottlenose dolphins is mainly based on fish, but it is also known to feed 

on cephalopods (e.g. squids) and crustaceans 

 Adults range in size 2-4m and weight 150-650 kg. This incredible variation between 

different populations depends on the environmental conditions and the sea temperature 

(Wells et al., 1999).  

 Tursiops is well known for its signature whistles, unique to each individual. 

Interestingly, a male bottlenose calf tends to develop a signature whistle similar to his 

mother's, whereas the whistle of a female calf differs substantially from her mother's one. A 

possible explanation could be the need for a young female not to be confused with her 

mother once she has grown up and came back to the female band where she was born 

(Wells et al., 1987).  

 Group size is commonly less than 20, but large herds of several hundred to a 

thousand are regularly seen offshore (Wells and Scott 2002). Bottlenose dolphins are 

commonly associated with other cetaceans, such as pilot whales, white-sided, spotted, 

rough-toothed and Risso's dolphins, and humpback whales. Hybrids with other species are 

known from both captivity and in the wild (Wells and Scott, 1999). 

 

1.2.4 Long-finned pilot whales Globicephala melas 

Long-finned pilot whales occur in some temperate and sub-polar oceans and are usually 

found in deep, offshore waters, although they may be seen in coastal waters in parts of the 

North Atlantic Ocean. They are often found along the edge of continental shelves, since they 

prefer deep water. 

 Pilot whales range in size form 5-6m and may weight up to 2.6t. Whales usually feed 

at night on squid but fish and crustaceans are also eaten. Pilot whales feed co-operatively. 

This strategy requires a high degree of co-ordination between group members and 

communication with whistles when moving at high speeds. They are capable of diving up to 

600m but usually dive to 30-60m (CMS, 2007). 

 Pilot whales are highly social.  Based on the photo-id and genetic studies pilot whales 

appear to live in relatively stable pods like those of killer whales.   Pods of pilot whales range 
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in size from less than ten to more than 1,000 individuals, although they are generally found 

in groups of 20 to 100 animals. Herds observed in the open ocean tend to be smaller than 

the herds of animals stranded or driven ashore, and herd size is thought to vary depending 

on various circumstances such as feeding, environmental stress and migrations (Connor, 

2000). 

 

1.2.5 Orca  Orcinus orca 

Its distribution is so wide that orcas can be seen (at least sporadically) in almost all waters of 

the globe. Even more interestingly, they have successfully adapted to any conditions, varying 

their diet based on local food sources. Adults range in size from 6 to 10m and weight up to 8 

tones (CMS, 2007).  

 Despite of the existence of only one species (Orcinus orca), at least 3 different kinds 

of orcas are known: Resident, Transient, Offshore 

 Residents and transients differ in diet, vocal traditions, habitat range, morphology 

(shape of dorsal fin, etc.), pigmentation patterns (such as the eye patch) and genetically. 

 Orcas have no predators and are capable of ingesting virtually any bite-sized living 

thing found on the ocean menu, but residents select only fish and squid to dine upon, while 

transients prefer to prey on seals, sea lions, porpoises, dolphins, and other large whales. 

More similar to Residents than Transients from a genetic point of view, little is known about 

Offshore orcas. They are believed to be fish eaters, based on the large number of individuals 

observed in offshore waters, which fits more a fish-hunting style of life.  Orcas everywhere 

appear to specialize on certain prey. This way they divide up the available food in the marine 

ecosystem and avoid competition.  Orcas are highly social animals. Members of a pod 

usually stay together for life. Closely related pods form clans and develop unique dialects 

(Hoelzel et al., 2007) 
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2. Project Area 

Utila (N 16.099855, W 86.932628) is an island that lies approximately 28.9 km from the 

northern coast of the Honduran mainland and is the smallest of the three Bay Islands, in a 

region that marks the south end of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System, the second-

largest in the world (Fig. 1). The island is 41 km2 in size (11 km long and 4 km wide) with 

almost two-thirds of its area covered by swamp. Almost all population of Utila lives in East 

Harbour on the south side of the island. On the southwest side of the island lie 12 small 

islands, referred to as the Cays. The Cays are home to approximately 600 people, mostly on 

Pigeon Cay and Jewel Cay. 

 

 

Fig. 1  Location of the study area: Utila, Bay Islands, Honduras.   

 

Visibility under water is normally 24 m to 37 m, which provides opportunities for both 

underwater and surface observations. Water temperatures range from 27 to 29°C for most 

of the year. Water depth ranges from less than 10 m (close to shore) to more than 1500 m 

due to nearby steep drop-offs(Behrens, 2002).  
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3. Aims and Objectives 

 

 To monitor and document the diversity, abundance, distribution, population 

parameters and size, habitat preference and range, and pattern of diurnal behaviour of 

cetaceans around Utila.  

 To produce educational materials in the form of ID guides, lectures and publications 

in local and international press, scientific workshops on cetacean species in these waters, 

emphasizing on their importance to the local marine environment and local economy.  

 Disseminate information on cetacean populations for Honduran Bay, and link it with 

information sets on these marine mammals for the region as part of international 

conservation initiatives.  

 

4. Materials and methods 

4.1 Data Collection  

Data were collected during boat-based surveys. The surveys were conducted aboard the 22 

ft motor vessel “Octopussy” (Fig. 2) powered by an inboard diesel engine. The two observers 

could sit on the roof of the boat giving eyesight high of approximately 3.0 m above the sea 

level. Fieldwork started and ended in the East Harbour, Utila. Surveys were conducted 

throught the study period during daylight hours, i.e. between 7.00h to 18.00h. Survey vessel 

did not follow the predetermined route but every attempt was made to circumnavigate the 

island. 

 

Fig. 2 Research vessel employed in cetacean research surveys off Utila and volunteers 

onboard. Photo by courtesy of E.Magileviciute.  
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All surveys were conducted at sea state Beaufort three or less during good light conditions. If 

the sea state increased above three or/and the visibility was reduced by heavy rain or fog 

the survey trip was aborted because of unreliable sightings probabilities, and reduced 

chances of taking photographs suitable for photo-identification.  

 Data collection were divided and rotated among the team members. One person was 

responsible for the effort data collection during the entire survey trip. Two independent 

observers located at the most suitable position on the port and starboard sides of a boat 

scanned perimeter looking for cetaceans. From the start of the sighting event one person 

became responsible for the sighting data collection. One photographer was always present 

to take pictures for photo-id purposes. Depending on the longevity of the encounter and 

dolphin behaviour additional information was collected from above or underwater video 

recording. 

 Effort was recorded on a form (Fig.3) designed for this project. The data recorded on 

the form include GPS position and environmental variables. An entry on the form was 

completed at any change in effort status, at every sighting event, and otherwise at 15 

minute intervals. When an entry was following a sighting, a unique reference number for the 

sighting was recorded in association with the effort data. The same reference number was 

recorded on the sightings form completed by two observers responsible for the encounter 

data collection. Data recorded on the sighting form (Fig.4) include GPS position, group size, 

and behavioural data. The main behavioural states were described as follows. 

The main behavioural states were described as follows: 

 Foraging: variable direction of movement; generally remaining in the same area; high 

arching dives; fish chasing or tossing 

 Traveling:  moving in the same direction; moving steadily or rapidly; often 

synchronous and frequent surfacing. 

 Socializing:  variable direction of movement; individuals in close proximity or 

touching;  often interacting; frequent surface active behavior (i.e. tail slaps, leaps) 

 Resting/Milling: variable direction of movement; remaining in one area in close 

proximity; slow swimming speeds; surface behavior, or long deep dives 

 Other: any behavior that could not be confidently or rapidly described as one of the 

other categories 
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Fig. 3  Effort form designed to collect data during cetacean research surveys.  

 

 

Fig. 4  sighting form designed to collect data during encounters with cetaceans. 
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Human/boat interaction form (Fig. 5) was developed in order to assess the level of impact 

and disturbance to cetaceans by the research vessel or dive shop/ tourist boats as well as 

their behaviour during in water encounters with these animals.   

 

 

Fig. 5 Boat interaction form designed to collect data during direct above and in water 

encounters with cetaceans. 

 

When sighted, dolphins were slowly approached in order to perform photo-identification. A 

time spent photographing dolphin is termed as an encounter. Photographs were taken of 

the dorsal fins and backs of the animals at a perpendicular angle. Photography was 

attempted if the animals appeared to be approachable, irrespective of a group size. 

Attempts were made to photograph every dolphin present in an encounter irrespective of 

how well marked individual dolphins were. Cetaceans were identified to their species level 

using morphological characteristics and compared to published ID guides. 

 All dolphins photographed during the same encounter were considered members of 

the same group. Group size was defined as a total number of individuals encountered, 
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moving in the same direction or engaged in the same activity within spatial proximity less 

than 100m (Wells et al., 1987). An encounter was terminated when all dolphins in the group 

were photographed and behavioural data collected; dolphins showed signs of avoidance 

such as prolonged dives or change of direction in the proximity of the boat; dolphins were 

lost from the view. 

 If more than one group was encountered during a survey trip each sighting was 

recorded as a separate encounter, and a spacer picture (e.g. face of the observer but not the 

picture of the sea) were taken in order to separate the photographic records of different 

groups. During most of the encounters one photographer was present. Photographs were 

taken with a Cannon EOS 350D digital camera with a 75-300 mm zoom lens. Pictures were 

exposed using the maximum diaphragm aperture at shutter speeds of 1/1000 sec.  

Dive shops and local community members were invited to report whale and dolphin 

sightings to UCME. Special sighting forms and cetacean ID guide (Fig. 6) were developed and 

distributed to local dive shops in Utila. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6  Sighting form and cetacean species ID guide specifically designed for the dive shops in 

Utila.  
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4.2 Data analysis 

Digital pictures from each survey were downloaded into the computer, and analyzed on the 

screen using ACDSee 5.0.1 digital imaging software following the matching protocol 

developed by the UCME. 

 In order to avoid false positive or false negative errors (Stevick et al., 2001) only high-

quality photographs were used to identify individual dolphins in the encounter based on the 

pattern of nicks, lesions, scars and variation of the dorsal fin shape (Wilson et al., 1999). 

Photographs with distinctive body features alone were also used for the matching analysis if 

they could be linked to the individual, which was already identified based on its dorsal fin. 

The number of dolphins in the group, and the major age categories that were assessed 

visually in situ, were verified through the analysis of the photographs. After the matching 

with the main photo-ID catalogue each dolphin was assigned a unique alpha numerical code. 

The code consisted of the capital letter signifying the abbreviated species name, three-digit 

number followed by the year when dolphin was first identified, and a letter signifying the 

level of markings (e.g. W-well marked, S-slightly marked) was given to each dolphin(e.g. 

BND011-07W). Photographs were classified into one of three catalogues (Fig. 7) built for 

each species encountered: 

o Marked- pictures of dolphins with irregularities on the dorsal fin that allow identification 

from either side of the animal 

o Right- pictures taken from the right side of a dolphin without irregularities in their dorsal 

fins 

o Left- pictures taken form the left side of a dolphin without irregularities in their dorsal fin 

                                                                                                                 Fig. 7   Diagram showing the                       

                                                                                                                         structure of the UCME   

                                                                                                                         Cetacean PHOTO-ID  

                                                                                                                         Catalogue 
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Effort and sighting data after each survey was entered into the UCME Cetacean Database 

(Fig. 8). This database was utilized to store collected information and extract necessary 

information for the analysis.   

 

 

Fig. 8  The UCME Cetacean database.  

 

The geographic software package Google Earth Plus was used for mapping and effort 

calculation as well as for determining distance to shore for every sighting.  

 

5. Results and Discussion 

 

5.1 Survey effort and species sighted 

From June to November 2007, a total of 143 hours were spent actively searching for 

cetaceans around Utila. The boat moved on tracks dictated by the sea and wind conditions, 

at a mean speed of 7.20 knots. Survey effort for the present study is summarized in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Survey effort for the study period June-November 2007. Average distance and 

longevity of one survey trip is given in brackets 
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25 sightings recorded by the UCME cetacean research team allowed to observe five 

cetacean species identified with certitude: Long-snouted spinner dolphins Stenella 

longirostris, common bottlenose dolphins Tursiops truncatus, rough-toothed dolphins Steno 

bredanensis, long-finned pilot whales Globicephala melas, and orcas (killer whales) Orcinus 

orca.  Sightings reported by the dive shops supported our observations (Table 2). Their 

reports had significant contribution (46%) to the total number of cetacean sightings 

recorded and expended knowledge about the occurrence of whales and dolphins in the 

study area.   

 

Table 2. Number of cetacean sightings recorded by the UCME research team and reported 

by the local dive shops and community members.  

 

 Spinner  Bottlenose Rough-toothed Pilot  Orcas Unknown Total 

 dolphins dolphins dolphins whales    

               

UCME 11 2 4 6 1 1 25 

        

Dive 

Shops 13 2 2 0 0 4 21 

        

Total 24 4 6 6 1 5 46 
               

 

The most common species in term of sighting frequency were long-snouted spinner dolphins 

(F=44%) with 11 schools observed and a mean group size of 38 individuals. However, the 

effort was slightly higher in coastal waters and may partially explain the high encounter rate 

of spinner dolphins. The second in a rank was pilot whales (F=24%) and six groups observed 

    

Survey Trips    No 41 

Sightings    No 25 

Effort    km 1648 (48) 

Effort    h 143.18 (3.49) 

Average Boat Speed  7.20 

(knots)   
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by the UCME research team. In spinner dolphins and bottlenose dolphin there was observed 

the highest group variation 2 - 100 individuals. Larger groups consisted of association of 

smaller groups. In such formations it was impossible to distinguish where one group ended 

and the next began, thus the numbers were summed. Orcas were encountered only once.  

 

5.2 Photo-identification 

To date 76 reliably marked individuals of five different species are contained in the UCME 

photo-id catalogue (Table 3). Five bottlenose dolphins were resighted twice during study 

period. Maximum number of resightings was recorded for rough toothed dolphins. However, 

in this case sightings previously collected by Kuczaj and Yeater (2007) were included in the 

analysis.  

Table 3. Number of  individuals contained in the UCME photo-ID catalogue and average 

group size for each species (SD is given in brackets). Marked, Left and Right shows the 

number of individuals with the different level of markings.  

 

                

Species Marked Left Right Total Resighted 

 

Resightings Average 

           individuals Max No group size 

Bottlenose 

dolphins 27 6 2 35 5 2 38(44) 

        

Spinner dolphin 15 2 3 20 1 2 36(31) 

        

Rough toothed 

dolphin  12 1 0 13 6 8 6(2) 

        

Pilot whale 16 1 0 17 none 0 13(10) 

        

Orca 6 3 0 9 none 0 11 

        

Total 76 13 5 94 12 12    -- 

                

 

Rough toothed dolphin RTD004-06W (Fig. 9) was encountered twice during the present 

study period. This animal had very distinctive marks on its dorsal fin that could have been 

visible with the naked eye at sea. Interestingly even spinner dolphin’s SD009-07W (Fig. 9) 
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occurrence in Utilian waters was recorded twice. This species rarely have nicks, notches or 

any markings on the dorsal fins.  

 

   

Fig. 9  A- photograph of a dorsal fin of a rough toothed dolphin RTD004-06W; B- photograph 

of a dorsal fin of spinner dolphin SD009-07W. Photo by courtesy of E. Magileviciute 

 

It was mentioned before that orcas were sighted only once during our survey trips. 

However, from the photographs, submitted by the owner of the Laguna Beach Resort, Utila 

we have found out that orca KW001-01W (Fig. 10) identified in 2007 was also seen in these 

waters in 2001. It is an important fact suggesting the possibility of potential seasonal 

migration routes for this species in the waters off Utila.  

    

Fig. 10 Photographs showing dorsal fins of the same orca KW001-01W encountered in 2007 

by the UCME research team and in 2001 by the Laguna Beach Resort divers. Photo A by 

courtesy of S. Box and photo B of the unknown photographer (Laguna Beach Resort, Utila). 

5.3 Behaviour  
The most commonly used behavioural states recorded in other studies (Wells et al., 1999) 

were also exhibited by cetaceans in Utila i.e. traveling, socializing, feeding/foraging, 

rest/milling (Fig. 11).  

A 

B 

A- 2007 B- 2001 

B 
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Fig.11 Diagram of the distribution of different behavioural states recorded for the pooled 

cetacean species in the study area. Direction of movements shows the percentage of the 

travel directionality of the cetacean groups encountered in the study area.  

 

  The majority of their time animals spent traveling and socializing (Fig. 11). The large 

proportion of traveling may indicate that cetaceans were passing through the area while on 

a longer migrations as it was observed in orcas, or pilot whales. On the other hand 

bottlenose dolphins could belong to the “offshore” form described for this species (Wells et 

al., 1987). This form is characterized by foraging in deeper waters, larger group size, 

resulting to more expansive home range. Wursig (1978) reported a travel distance of 900km 

within nine month period for a group of five bottlenose dolphins in Argentina. Traveling was 

often mixed with socializing in spinner dolphins. In numerous occasions spinners were 

interacting with each other in front of the research vessel, tail slapping, leaping, chasing.  

Mating was also observed while animals were on a move (Fig. 12).  
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Fig. 12 Photo on the left shows one spinner dolphins chasing another. Photo on the right 

shows two spinner dolphins engaged in tactile interactions with one dolphin touching genital 

area of the other with its snout. Photo by courtesy of E.Magileviciute 

 

Typical rest/mill behaviour of pilot whales described as “logging” (Fig. 13) was observed in 

deeper waters on the north side of the island, while rough toothed dolphins were engaged 

in this kind of activity very close to the shore in the south o the island. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.  13   Photograph showing pilot whales in typical rest behavioural state “ logging” . Photo 

by courtesy of E.Magileviciute 

 

Rough toothed dolphins were the only species observed feeding and foraging. Fish was 

clearly seen in the mouth of the animal (Fig.  14). Foraging took place in shallow waters and 

consisted of short dives, close proximity of dolphins to each other potentially indicating 

herding or cooperating. In contrast only foraging was recorder for spinner dolphins (no fish 

visible to the observer).  Further from shore animals performed high leaps (Fig. 14), fast 

swim, longer dives. This variation in foraging behaviour may represent different strategies 

between the two delphinind species, difference in prey species or bottom topography.  



 22 

              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 14 Photo on the left shows rough-toothed dolphin while feeding on needle fish. Photo 

on the right shows high spinner dolphin leaps while foraging. Photo by courtesy of 

E.Magileviciute 

 

It is worth mentioning that all cetaceans encountered during the present study appeared to 

be partially habituated to small boat traffic. Only once there was directional movement from 

the research vessel observed. Often dolphins and whales approached the boat to bowride. 

The most enthusiastic were spinner dolphins while pilot whales chose not to show any 

particular reaction. However, occasionally we lost small groups or had to observe them from 

a distance in order not to harass the animals.  

 Further observations of such behaviours as foraging and mating need to be carried 

out to better identify the strategies with the regards to the areas where they take place. 

Finally, behaviours should be closely monitored for any seasonal changes that may exist but 

were not observed in this study.  

 

5.4 Distribution 

The local occurrence and distribution of cetaceans is poorly documented in the waters of 

Honduras. By contrast, abundance surveys were conducted in the Gulf of Mexico and 

revealed a highly diversified cetacean community development, both in continental shelf 

and oceanic waters (Connor, 2000). The results of this study show that both the inshore and 

offshore habitats off Utila are important for cetaceans, and that their diversity can vary 

greatly across relatively short geographic distances. Study area was divided into two 

subareas- north and south side of the island. There was not found significant difference in 



 23 

pooled cetacean species distribution, with 53% of cetaceans sighted on the north side and 

47% on the south (Fig. 15). The furthest sighting was recorded at 5.59 km from the coast of 

Utila for spinner dolphins. At the same this species was also sighted as close as 0.2km to the 

shore.  

 

 

Fig. 15  Cetacean sighting distribution around the island of Utila.  N- north side; S- south side. 

Icons with letter U shows sightings recorded by the UCME research team; icons with letter D 

shows sightings reported by the local dive shops and community members.   

 

Analysis on species level revealed different picture (Fig. 16). Spinner dolphins were most 

frequently sighted in inshore waters predominantly on the south of the island. Psarakos et 

al. (2003) pointed out that presence of reef complexes and shallow waters provide a habitat 

characteristic to that used by resting spinner dolphins during their diurnal movements.  Two 

sightings of rough toothed dolphins were recorded on the south while the rest three species 

were only seen in the north. For example pilot whales seemed to prefer deeper waters close 

to the continental shelf on the north side. Bottlenose dolphins were sighted in the coastal 

waters on the north side too. Wells and Scott (1999) observed that productive waters 

associated with mangrove system as well as fringing reef complexes provide potential 
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habitat for bottlenose dolphins. Only one encounter with killer whales occurred also in the 

north. Fig. 16 shows known ranges of five different species sighted in the study area.  

 

 

Fig. 16   Known ranges of five species of cetaceans sighted in the study area. KW- killer whale 

range, PW- pilot whale, RTD- rough toothed dolphin, BND – bottlenose dolphin, SD long 

snouted spinner dolphin.  

 

Spinner dolphins had the most expansive known range (50.2 km
2
) extending along the entire 

south coast while bottlenose dolphins were sighted in the 10.8 km
2
 area.  

 Several factors may explain differences in area utilization by different species.  

Movements and distribution often has a seasonal component which could be related to the 

movement and availability of prey, environmental conditions such as tides, swell, Beaufort 

could also be reflected in habitat shift and preference by cetaceans (Scott et al.,1990).  

 Furthermore, the proximity of deep waters close to the barrier reef on the north of 

Utila allow for possible encounters with pelagic species, such as the largest Odontocetes, 

beaked whales and sperm whales. Even though these species have not been observed 

during systematic surveys in the present study, this could be attributed to the lower search 

effort undertaken in the offshore waters.  

 These preliminary results draw a trend of cetacean occurrence and distribution in 

summer/autumn months in the waters off Utila. The close proximity of diverse habitat types 

to each other and the subsequent accessibility of at least five cetacean species including the 

elusive rough toothed dolphins underline the interest of these waters as a field site for 

tropical cetacean studies. Thus, further surveys are needed to provide an accurate 

knowledge of each species status promoting long-term monitoring for the conservation of 

Honduran populations. Moreover, further survey effort would allow to quantify cetacean 
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relative abundance for the marine habitats around Utila (deep water coral reef, inshore 

bays) and in all months (to quantify seasonal variation). In addition simultaneous collection 

of cetacean data along with environmental and physical oceanographic data (e.g. 

bathymetric data, benthic samples, fisheries data etc.) would enhance interpretation of 

results and assist in ecosystem approach to marine habitat management.  

 

6. Recommendations for future studies 

- Increased survey effort around Utila up to 4-5 trips per week; extended study area to 

explore offshore regions, and incorporation of line transect surveys would reduce bias from 

efforts focused in particular areas.  

- The most frequent encounter locations of cetaceans could be compared to the 

surrounding environment conditions such as bathymetry, water temperature, salinity and 

productivity. In addition identification of prey species and their movements would be 

important on correlating dolphin movements and centers of activities.  

- Important data that should be collected include more accurate age, and verified sex as 

well as genetic relatedness for any member of these populations.  

- Focal follow observations would increase knowledge on interactions occurring among 

individuals in the population.  

- Utila Princess, the daily passenger ferry, operating between Utila (the Bay Islands) to La 

Ceiba (Honduran mainland) could be utilized as a cost effective  tool -“platform of 

opportunity”- and as a constant transect with the volunteers on board to collect cetacean 

sightings data. 

- Land based surveys could be conducted from the Pumpkin Hill Beach in Utila. With the 

expansion of the network of volunteers in all three Bay Islands and Honduran mainland it 

would be possible to design more land based points for dolphin and whale observations. 

- Cetacean strandings network development in Honduras by training volunteers and 

local enthusiasts to assist stranded dolphin and whale. 

- National dolphin/whale sighting week organization in Honduras would encourage more 

people to participate in cetacean research and conservation. 
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- Finally, the investigation of the pollutant levels in the water, especially in the areas of 

higher utilization are recommended. Cetaceans are top predators, and therefore 

bioaccumulate contaminants in their tissue and blubber which may result in low immune 

response to the disease or reproductive impairment. (Aquilar et al., 2002).  
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