
Manatees adapt to their new home  

in the Berry Islands 

In October 2011 after hurricane Irene, two manatees, Rita and her female calf, Georgie, both previously known from 
Spanish Wells, North Eleuthera were sighted in Nassau Harbour. On advice from the Department of Marine Resources 
(DMR), Atlantis Dolphin Cay captured the animals. After a collaborative effort spearheaded by BMMRO, a release and 
monitoring plan was initiated. Rita and Georgie were successfully released in Great  Harbour Cay (GHC), Berry Islands 
on April 19th 2012.  
 
A population of four manatees has been residing in GHC for the last 13 years. 
One of the resident adult females Gina, known previously from Florida, was first 
sighted in Andros in 1999 and traveled to GHC in 2000. Gina has given birth to 3
-4 calves whilst in GHC, all of which have remained in the area. In the late winter 
of 2011 Gina gave birth to a female calf, JJ. Both are frequently seen by the 
public and are often in the company of the resident adult and juvenile males. 
These animals are the only known breeding population of manatees in The Ba-
hamas and study of this small population has given Bahamian and US scientists 
the opportunity to learn about manatee habitat use in The Bahamas.  
 
Rita and Georgie were released in GHC marina, and quickly joined up with both resident males, who were seen in the 
marina during the time of release. Rita and Georgie have been fitted with VHF transmitter/data-logging GPS receiver tags 
attached to a padded belt around the base of their tail.  Tagging both animals has allowed us to make detailed assess-
ments of their movement patterns, behaviour and health in this new environment. After release, Rita and Georgie spent 

the following weeks traveling in and out of GHC  harbour, moving as far north as Coco 
Cay, south to Bonds Cay in the Berry Islands and even to North Andros. Within six 
weeks of travel, Rita and Georgie have shown site fidelity to areas where they feed and 
rest. Location data received from their tags will assist us in pinpointing important habi-
tat areas for manatee conservation.  
 
In early June, we were able to document the separation (known as ‘weaning’) of 
Georgie from her mother. Georgie was born on 25th June 2010 in Spanish Wells and 
has followed a normal weaning pattern since release. Calves are known to remain with 
their mother for up to two years, after this time they are able to survive on their own 
and no longer depend on their mother. Since their separation, Georgie has been seen 
in the company of other manatees traveling in and out of the harbour area. Both Rita 
and Georgie are in good health and continue to explore the Berry islands.  
 
Manatees require seagrass to feed and freshwater to drink. Naturally occurring sources 
of freshwater remain mysterious in the Bahamas, so continuous monitoring of this pop-
ulation of manatees will assist us in understanding where they are finding freshwater 
as they travel around the islands.  
 
Amidst the excitement surrounding our project in GHC, there have been numerous 
manatee sightings throughout The Bahamas during the year. In particular, on April 1st, 
a newborn manatee stranded alive in Mangrove Creek, Andros and was quickly re-
turned to the mother who was found in deeper water. The mother-calf pair was seen 
swimming away together, but their current location is unknown. BMMRO would like to 
thank those who assisted with this stranding.  
 
The successful release of Rita and Georgie would not have been possible without con-
siderable effort from the following collaborators: Jim Reid (USGS-Sirenia Project), the 
DMR, the Staff of Dolphin Cay-Atlantis, Florida’s Save the Manatee Club, those who 
assisted with monitoring efforts post-release, Olivia Patterson, William Bonner, Kelly 
Mellio-Sweeting and Beth Cook. We would also like to express our appreciation to the 
community of Hope Town for their generous donations and support. Finally we extend 
a special thanks to Franny Cable (10 years old) who sold sea glass jewellry in Colora-
do to raise money for the release of Rita and Georgie.  
  
We are currently raising funds to support the continued monitoring of Rita and Georgie 
and the other four resident manatees of GHC. If you are interested in supporting this 
project please send and e-mail to:  
info@bahamaswhales.org.  
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Feeding (red circles) and resting areas (blue triangles) in 
GHC harbour frequently visited by Rita and Georgie.  

Georgie (left) and Rita (right) fitted with their satellite tags in 
GHC marina. 

Resident Juvenile Male  



BMMRO, together with the  
Department of Marine Resources 
and Atlantis, have set a precedent 
with the release of Rita and 
Georgie (front page story).  It will 
now be part of the Bahamas  
government protocol to manage 
manatees that find their way to the 
Bahamas, and not to return them to 
the Unites States.  This is a crucial 

step in appreciating a completely natural 
process; what appears to be manatee dispersion from parent 
populations in the U.S.  On a similar note, it has been a joy to 
observe the great distances that Rita and Georgie travel each 
week, roaming freely between different foraging and resting 
habitats.  Finally, we were extremely relieved that Georgie 
weaned from her mother, Rita, almost 2 months after being re-
leased in the wild, having been shown successful areas to find 
food, water, shelter and learn to be around other manatees.  
The day of their release was the first time Georgie had ever 
seen another manatee other than her mother!  We wish them a 
peaceful future, please drive slowly in known manatee habitats! 

We are currently trying to find grants to apply for funding for 
continued manatee research in the Bahamas, if you can help 
please email us at info@bahamaswhales.org. 

President’s Update 

STRANDING NETWORK HOTLINE NUMBER: 1 242 544 5409 

Charlotte Dunn 
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If you would like to receive an e-copy of  
BMMRO’s newsletter, please contact us at  

info@bahamaswhales.org to be added to the list. 

During the month of June, BMMRO conducted the second of three 
month-long visual and acoustic surveys throughout the Great Baha-
ma Canyon to assess the behavioural ecology of deep-diving whales 
and dolphins.  

The purpose of the study is to improve our understanding of the ecol-
ogy of six cetacean species that inhabit the deep-oceanic waters of 
The Bahamas. The focal species are Blainville’s beaked whales, 
Cuvier’s beaked whales, Gervais’ beaked whales, sperm whales, 
short-finned pilot whales and melon-headed whales. Our methods 
include: individual photo-identification, molecular genetics, chemical 
marker analysis (fatty acids, persistent organic pollutants, and stable 
isotopes), satellite telemetry, and acoustic recordings.  

This inter-disciplinary approach will allow us to characterise the so-
cial structure, residency patterns, reproductive biology, diet, foraging 
ecology, habitat use and population structuring of key cetacean spe-
cies. Information derived from this study is vital to learning how ma-
rine mammals respond to sounds in their environment, such as Navy 
sonars used during operational training, some of which take place 
regularly in The Bahamas.  

During June, BMMRO’s team surveyed ~ 2,000 km of the canyon, 
resulting in 52 cetacean sightings. Acoustic recordings were made 
using our 200m towed hydrophone providing information on ceta-
cean behaviour (e.g. feeding) and sperm whale body size. When sea 
conditions allowed, we launched our inflatable boat for close ap-
proaches to obtain photographs, biopsy samples and deploy satellite tags. 13 satellite LIMPET tags were deployed on 5 of the 6 tar-
get species, as well as 18 tissue samples collected and more than 4,500 photographs taken. These data are providing information on 
movement patterns and habitat use of these species. 

BMMRO Goes to Sea: Continuing Research on Whale Behavioural Ecology in 

the Great Bahama Canyon  

In June, BMMRO scientists 
glimpsed an unknown Pinni-
ped species off of North 
Andros. This is the third 
Pinniped sighting recorded 
by BMMRO since our efforts 
started in 1991.  

Discovered by Columbus 
during his second voyage in 
1494, the Caribbean monk seal (Monachus tropicalis) is the only Pinniped 
to be recorded in the Caribbean. Historically, The Bahamas was known 
as a breeding ground for this seal, with the earliest record of an unknown 
Pinniped in 1965 off of Acklins Island (Mignucci-giannoni & Odell, 2001). 
In 1996, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) listed 
the Caribbean monk seal as extinct due to human exploitation for its blub-
ber and scientific collection.  

While surveying the deep offshore waters off Cross Harbour Point, south 
Abaco, BMMRO scientists and interns encountered a group of approxi-
mately forty rough-toothed dolphins (Steno bredanensis). Three tissue 
samples were collected during this encounter for genetic analysis.  

 

 Cited: Mignucci-giannoni, A. A., & Odell, D. K. (2001). Tropical and Subtropical records of Hooded 

Seals ( Cystophora cristata) Dispel the myth of extant Caribbean Monk Seals (Monachus tropical-

is). Bullentin of Marine Science, 68(1), 47-58. 

Rare Sightings 

Short-finned Pilot whales have ventured from Tongue of the Ocean  

to the Florida coastline, a pattern that has never been recorded. 

LIMPET tag deployed on a 
male pilot whale.  

One of the last photos of a Caribbean monk seal 
in captivity. York Zoological Society, 1910 



During May 2012, BMMRO scientists spent two weeks collecting  
biopsy samples from deep diving odontocetes around south Abaco.  

A total of 44 biopsy samples were collected from sperm whales, 
Blainville’s beaked whales, dwarf sperm whales  and rough-toothed 
dolphins. These samples will be analyzed to  determine the  
reproductive and stress hormone levels of the biopsied individuals.  
In July, tissue samples will also be collected from whales that are fre-
quently exposed to sonar activity at the U.S. navy’s testing range, 
Atlantic Undersea Testing and Evaluation Centre, off Andros  
Island.  
 
Results from south Abaco and Andros will be compared to help deter-
mine whether regular sonar exposure has both individual and popula-
tion level effects on whales inhabiting the Tongue of the Ocean in 
Andros. 

 

This project is funded with a research grant from the Office of Naval Research. 
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Three ways to report sightings: 

1. Complete our sighting report form to www.bahamaswhales.org/sightings 
 2. Email the sighting information directly to us at info@bahamaswhales.org 
 3. Post on our Facebook page 

There have been 138 sightings of 15 different species of whales and  
dolphins throughout the Bahamas from April-June 2012!  

 
Baleen whales 

Fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus) 
Humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) 

Sirenians 
West Indian manatee (Trichechus manatus latirostris)-FL subspecies  

 
Pinniped 

Unknown Phocid species 
 

Toothed whales 

Atlantic spotted dolphin (Stenella frontalis) 

Blainville’s beaked whale (Mesoplodon densirostris) 

Bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) — inshore & offshore ecotypes 
Cuvier's beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris) 

Dwarf sperm whale (Kogia sima) 
Fraser's dolphin (Lagenodelphis hosei) 

Rough-toothed dolphin (Steno bredanensis) 

Gervais' beaked whale (Mesoplodon europaeus) 
Melon-headed whale (Peponocephala electra) 

Pygmy sperm whale (Kogia breviceps) 
Short-finned pilot whale (Globicephala macrorhynchus) 

Sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) 
 

Many of these records are from sightings reported to BMMRO by the public.  
These data are vital to understanding the distribution and  
abundance of these species and is greatly appreciated.  

THANK YOU !!!! 

Don’t forget to send us your marine mammal sightings! 

2012 Summer Cetacean Sightings in The Bahamas 

Test your whale knowledge! 

 Approximately how long can a Sperm Whale stay underwater 
on a single breath? 

 
A) 15 minutes        C) 2 hours  
B) 1 hour        D) 5 hours 

 
Turn to page 4 for the answer! 

At any given time BMMRO has numerous  
research projects underway, so we highly value the 
contributions of research assistants in helping to 
gather and process large amounts of data.  

This summer, special thanks go to William Bonner 
of North Carolina and Nikita Shiel-Rolle from  
Nassau, Bahamas. Nikita is the director of the 
Young Marine Explorer’s program, which  
encourages Bahamian students to get involved in 
science through research and artistic expression.  
William participated in the manatee tracking project 
as well as the South Abaco Stress Study.  

Thank you, Willie and Nikita! 

 
BMMRO also welcomed visiting scientists from  
Community Conch to Sandy Point.  They will be  
conducting a stock assessment of conch  
populations near Sandy Point and Moore’s Island. 
For more information on this project please visit:  
http://www.communityconch.org 
 
* If you have some experience in the field and are 
interested in volunteering as a research assistant, 
please contact info@bahamaswhales.org 

 BMMRO Contributors Assessing stress levels in whales 

http://www.bahamaswhales.org/sightings
mailto:info@bahamaswhales.org
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BMMRO’s Board of Directors & Staff 

Charlotte Dunn, President & Operations Director 
Diane Claridge, Vice-President & Executive Director 
Jim Brickman, Chairman 
Leigh Hickmott, Director  
Beth Cook, Director 
Matt McCoy, Director  
Ian Boyd, Science Advisor 
Jim Theriault, Science Advisor 
John Durban, Research Associate 
Kendria Ferguson, Educator & Research Assistant 

WE APPRECIATE YOUR HELP! 
 

Thank you to all who have helped BMMRO 
by reporting sightings, volunteering your 
time, providing financial support, and do-
nating resources. Without your valuable 
contributions, the scientific research AND 
educational opportunities created for young 
Bahamians, would not be possible.  

BMMRO is a registered Bahamian non-profit organisation and accepts US and Canadian tax-
deductible contributions through its partnership with PERC, a US registered 501(c)3 organisation. 

Contact Us 
 

Postal Address: P.O. Box AB-20714 
 Marsh Harbour, Abaco 
 The Bahamas 
  

Physical Address: Sandy Point, Abaco  
 (opposite Oeisha’s Resort) 
  

Office Phone:  1 (242) 366-4155 (8am-5pm EDT) 
Cell Phone: 1 (242) 357-6666 
Email:  info@bahamamaswhales.org 

Website:  www.bahamaswhales.org 

And don’t forget to look us up on Facebook! 

Our Mission: 
To promote conservation of marine mammals and their habitats through scientific  

research and educational outreach. 

Our Vision: 
1) To conduct scientific field studies in the Bahamas that increase understanding of 

     species' biology and inform conservation management decisions. 

2) To disseminate results that raise awareness and appreciation of marine mammals in the Bahamas and 

    ultimately influence policy makers. 

3) To remain a small professional non-profit organisation, proportional to the needs of the Bahamas. 

A one stop shop for research 
news in Abaco, and the rest of 

The  Bahamas!  

 

Interested in being a 
contributor?  

 

Please email oliv-

ia@friendsoftheenvironment.org 

The Abaco Scientist 

Trivia Answer: B) 1 hour 

In collaboration with the Protected Resources Division of the NOAA Southwest 
Fisheries Science Center and the US Naval Undersea Warfare Center, BMM-
RO scientists spent two weeks deploying satellite tags on odontocetes 
(toothed-whales) on and around the US Navy’s Atlantic Undersea Test and 
Evaluation Centre (AUTEC) in Andros during April this year. This study aims to 
monitor the movements of beaked whales and other odontocetes in relation to 
active sonar, particularly multi-ship sonar exercises on the AUTEC weapons 
range. Funded by the Chief of Naval Operations Energy and Environmental 
Readiness Divison-N45, secondary objectives include obtaining photo-
identification data and tissue (skin and blubber) samples.  

Sightings were made of 3 species: Blainville's beaked whales (Mesoplodon densirostris), sperm whales (Physeter mac-
rocephalus), and melon-headed whales (Peponocephala electra). There were 7 satellite tag deployments, 4 on sperm 
whales, 1 on a melon-headed whale and 2 on Blainville’s beaked whales. Satellite tags are attached using a crossbow to 
deploy the tag on a projectile bolt; on contact the bolt falls away (right picture), leaving only the transmitter tag attached 
to the animal. Both of the beaked whale tags have provided movement and depth data prior to, during and after a multi-
ship sonar exercise at AUTEC. These data are now being analyzed to determine exactly how this species responds 
when exposed to military operations employing active sonar.  

Tracking the movements of deep diving cetaceans  

A satellite LIMPET tag being deployed on a 
Blainville’s beaked whale.  


