UNEP(DEC)/RS 3/INF/4

[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.png]


UNITED NATIONS

Please do not change any of the codes which appear before this comment.


Distr.
Participants Only


UNEP(DEC)/RS 3/INF/4


Original: English

ADVANCE \Y 252.30Third Global Meeting of 

Regional Seas Conventions

And Action Plans

Monaco, 6-11 November 2000

Activities of the Caribbean Environment Programme (CEP) of UNEP on the Conservation of Marine Mammals in the Wider Caribbean

Activities of the Caribbean Environment Programme (CEP) of UNEP on the Conservation of Marine Mammals in the Wider Caribbean

Introduction

In 1990, the Contracting Parties to the Convention for the Protection and Development of the Marine Environment of the Wider Caribbean Region (Cartagena Convention) adopted the Protocol on Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW). A year later, the Parties adopted  three Annexes to the Protocol of marine and coastal species requiring protection: Annex I contains lists  of  flora,  Annex II lists of fauna  and  Annex III species of flora and fauna to be maintained at a sustainable level. 
Annex II of the SPAW Protocol lists thirty-three species of marine mammals, including all Sirenia, Cetacea and Pinnipedia, as species requiring total protection under Article 11. This article prohibits the “taking, possession, killing and commercial trade of the species, their parts or products”. 

Marine mammals are an integral part of the marine and coastal fauna of the tropical and sub-tropical waters of the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico. The waters around certain islands serve, for many species, as primary habitat for a range of critical activities, including feeding, mating and calving. At least thirty-two species of marine mammals are known to inhabit the waters of the region, seasonally or year-round, as reported from stranding records, historical opportunistic sightings, scientific surveys and catches in incidental fisheries operations.  

The bathymetry of the Caribbean Sea, with deep water basins, estuaries, oceanic islands, steep drop-offs and varied bottom topography, as well as shallow offshore sand banks and coral reefs, provides a diverse range of conditions and habitats that suit a variety of cetacean species, including oceanic species usually found far offshore. 

Distribution and Status of Marine Mammals in the Region

The marine mammals documented in the region include six species of baleen whale (mysticete), twenty-four species of toothed whale (odontocete), one sirenian --  the West Indian manatee -- and a pinniped, the Caribbean monk seal. The latter is now considered extinct by the IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature), with the last confirmed sighting in 1952). Of these, seven species are classified as endangered or vulnerable by the IUCN. Although some species have been studied extensively elsewhere, data concerning the basic biology, life history, zeoogeography, and behavior of most cetacean (whale and dolphin) species in the Caribbean are scarce.

The mysticetes, or baleen whales, comprise the majority of large whale species. Baleen whales recorded from the region include the blue whale, fin whale, humpback whale, sei whale, Bryde’s whale and minke whale, and there are occasional extralimital records of the critically endangered Northern right whale .

Twenty-four species of three toothed whale (odontocete) families have been reported at one time or another throughout the year. The oceanic dolphin family Delphinidae is represented by twelve genera and seventeen species.  All three known species of sperm whales within the Physeteridae and Kogiidae families have been reported from the region. The beaked whale family, probably the least-known of all the Cetacea, is represented by at least four species..

In many parts of the Wider Caribbean, such as near volcanic islands that have narrow submarine shelves, the coastlines drop steeply to depths of more than 2000 metres within a few kilometres of the shore.  In these areas, whales and dolphins may be seen quite close to land.  Various studies report cetacean “hot spots” in high-relief areas, indicating that sightings of certain species correlate clearly with bottom depth. 

Some species of cetacean may be resident in the Caribbean year-round, while others, such as the humpback whale, are known to engage in long-distance migrations between summer feeding grounds in the higher latitudes and winter breeding grounds in the tropical waters of the Caribbean.  While certain species may range widely throughout the region or between islands, there are some indications that pilot whales may make seasonal movements within the Caribbean. Tracking studies suggest that some sperm whales move through deep waters between Guadeloupe and the southern Grenadines. Repeated sightings of individually identified sperm whales, both within and between years, indicate that certain individuals may be at least temporarily resident off these islands. 

Several reports present information on the distribution and abundance of cetaceans based on sightings in the northern Gulf of Mexico. There still is insufficient data to assess the occurrence of many species of cetaceans in most parts of the region. Similarly, the distribution, abundance and behaviour of most species, especially the sperm whales, beaked whales and the smaller odontocetes have been poorly documented throughout the region.  Manatees are present in nineteen countries of the Wider Caribbean, but most populations are estimated at below one hundred individuals.  Present distribution is fragmented because of local extinction or habitat unsuitability. 


Directed fisheries for cetaceans have existed intermittently through the Caribbean since the late 1800s, capturing a range of species including sperm and humpback whales, pilot whales, beaked whales, killer whales, tucuxi and dolphin species. Subsistence whaling is still practiced in some parts of the region where meat and oil are consumed locally and such traditions are considered integral to their cultural heritage.  In the southeastern Caribbean, humpback whales are still hunted in Bequia, St. Vincent. The target species of directed hunts in Barrouallie, St. Vincent, and occasional catches off Dominica and St. Lucia are generally pilot whales and nearly all other smaller odontocetes. 

Manatees have been hunted by native peoples and exploited  since the 17th century in the Guianas and Caribbean region. Manatees occupy a specialised niche in the ecosystem, which makes them susceptible to over-exploitation. Today manatee population continue to be hunted by poachers in a number of countries despite existing legislation. Healthy populations of above 100 individuals only exist in Florida, USA.  Manatees and cetaceans have played an important part in the folklore and tradition of West Indian peoples. Hunting of manatees has been curbed in many countries because of the scarcity of species and public awareness  about their endangered status. 

Caribbean whale watching began in the Bahamas in the early 1980s, in the Dominican Republic in 1985 and in Dominica in 1988.  Since then, whale and dolphin watching in various forms has expanded to Guadeloupe, Grenada, Martinique, Puerto Rico, St. Barthelemy, St. Lucia, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Turks and Caicos Islands and the U.S. and British Virgin Islands. In 1998, an estimated 39,000 people went whale watching in the Wider Caribbean. In 1994, ten countries or island territories played host to whale watching activities; as of 1999, that number has increased to fourteen. 

Whale and dolphin watching is an increasingly popular form of ecotourism; the most economically valuable whale watching industry in the Caribbean is that of the Dominican Republic ($ 5.2 million USD), followed by the Bahamas ($ 2.97 million) and Dominica ($ 970,000). Currently, national regulations or guidelines for whale watching activities exist in Mexico, Puerto Rico and St. Lucia; Dominica and Guadeloupe are developing guidelines.

Activities of CEP on Marine Mammals

Early on since the adoption of the SPAW Protocol and despite it’s non-entry into force, the Contracting Parties to the Cartagena Convention requested to the UNEP-CAR/RCU Secretariat to initiate development of specific conservation efforts for critical SPAW listed-species of regional concern. These included, inter alia marine mammals and in particular the West Indian manatee. 

In this context and in consultation and collaboration with the Marine Mammal Action Plan of UNEP, the following activities have been implemented for manatees: 

· Assessment on the distribution, status and management of the manatee and its habitat in the region (1993);

· Regional Workshop on the Conservation of the West Indian Manatee in the Wider Caribbean (Kingston, 1-4 March 1994) (of government designated and international experts); 

· The Regional Management Plan for the West Indian Manatee, Trichechus manatus (CEP Technical Report No. 35) (1995); 

· Regional Project for Manatee Conservation in the Caribbean, developed with funding allocated from the US Government to assist with the implementation of priorities within the Regional Management Plan, in particular with the development of national recovery plans, their implementation and education and public awareness (1996-1998); 

· National Recovery Action Plans for the West Indian Manatee for Belize, Colombia, Costa Rica, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Surinam, Trinidad and Tobago and implementation of conservation activities in a number of these countries; 

· production and dissemination of  educational materials on manatee conservation in English and Spanish (including posters and children’s coloring book in collaboation with the Center for Marine Conservation).

Since 1996, CEP member governments have expressed renewed interest in conservation efforts for other marine mammals, including dolphins and whales. In this context, the Secretariat with the financial support of NGOs such as the International Foundation for Animal Welfare (IFAW) and the Eastern Caribbean Cetacean Network (ECCN) has developed numerous public awareness materials on marine mammals which have been widely disseminated in collaboration with these partners. Some of these include:

· field Guide entitled “Whales and Dolphins of the Caribbean”;

· children’s books “Whales and Dolphins Inside and Out” and “Jump with Whales” (in English and Spanish);

· Posters and calendars on whales and dolphins; and 

· Public awareness campaigns in the Eastern Caribbean.

 The UNEP-CAR/RCU has also made arrangements to make many of these materials available through CEP’s Web Page.

Additionally, during 1998-1999, UNEP-CAR/RCU coordinated with IFAW and ECCN the preparation of a review paper on marine mammals in the Wider Caribbean (UNEP(WATER)/CAR WG.22/INF.7) which has been presented at meetings of SPAW (ISTAC, 1999) and Meetings of the Parties to the Cartagena Convention (IGM, 2000)  to stimulate further action. At these meetings Governments requested UNEP-CAR/RCU to initiate the development of a Marine Mammal Action Plan for the Wider Caribbean, with the assistance of the Scientific and Technical Advisory Committee (STAC) of the SPAW Protocol, UNEP’s Global Marine Mammal Action Plan and possibly a Working Group of experts. 

Main Components for the  Marine Mammal Action Plan for the Wider Caribbean 

Based on preliminary discussions with Governments, it is envisaged that the MMAP for the region should aim at developing common tools to collect and disseminate information about marine mammals and best practices for their sustainable management. In addition, it is proposed to give priority to raising public interest in these issues in general, as well as to capacity building through training exercises to increase knowledge on determining status (assessment and monitoring), threats and best practices. It was also recommended that the management Plan should give particular emphasis to small cetaceans, as a regional management plan for the manatee was already developed and under implementation. 

In this context, issues such as the following might be considered to be addressed in the regional MMAP: 

research on marine mammal species’ occurrence, abundance, status and threats (including pollution such as persistent toxic chemicals);

habitat protection;

directed catches and by-catches;

legal protective status;

local attitudes and human interactions with marine mammals;

existing research programmes and  additional research  needs;

best practices for sustainable management, including ecotourism;  and

assessment of the socio-economic impact of ecotourism, including whale and dolphin watching, swim-with-dolphin programmes and marine mammals in captivity. 

The information gathering process is an important element of the regional MMAP as 

The  biological and ecological information will also have useful socio-economic applications and will assist will the progressive development of the MMAP. Such information is vital to the development of realistic management priorities and promotion of effective conservation of the marine mammals and marine habitats that characterize the Wider Caribbean. The UNEP-CAR/RCU Secretariat will seek the support of UNEP’s Global Marine Mammal Action Plan and expertise of its partners and experts to assist with the development and implementation of the regional MMAP.   
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