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On October 25th, 2012, hurricane Sandy began to make its way through the Central Bahamas,            

moving northwards at approximately 18 mph. Under hurricane watch, the re-

search centre located in Sandy Point, Abaco (northern Bahamas) began to pre-

pare for hurricane conditions. During the early hours of Friday, October 26th, 

Sandy made landfall in Abaco. With a decrease in 
movement speed and 8 ft storm surges, many feared 

severe flooding in low-level communities such as Sandy 

Point. Luckily, the research centre suffered from mini-

mal damage, but the community of Sandy Point was 

deeply impacted by flooding. 

Because the hurricane conditions lasted longer than ex-

pected, our concerns for Georgie (the Christopher Co-

lumbus of our Bahamian manatees) began to grow. 

Georgie separated from her mother (Rita) in June of this 

year, and shortly thereafter decided to take a tour of the 

northern Bahamas. From the Berry Islands where Geor-

gie had previously resided with a small population of manatees, she travelled to Abaco, a journey 
of over 70 miles! Having travelled a tremendous distance around Abaco, she finally settled in a 

small community called Cherokee Sound, located on the eastern side of the island. 

Last sighted on the 24th of October, Georgie wasn't seen again until November 4th, almost a week 

after Sandy had passed through the Bahamas. She returned to the Cherokee community a healthy 

looking figure, with her back covered in moss and thankfully no visible injuries as a result of the 

storm. The effects of hurricanes on manatee life have been previously studied in the US. In the 

1980's and 1990's, a decline in adult survival rate after the passing of major hurricanes (Category 3 

and higher) among manatee populations in Florida were attributed to possible injury from debris, 

strandings and displacement of animals as a result of habitat loss and strong water currents. Luckily 

no such issues affected Georgie on this occasion. 

As well as studying manatee movements, BMMRO has been recording  their vocal behaviour. Acoustic recordings of Rita and 

Georgie have recently been analysed for a study exploring the variability in manatee vocalisations. This study was conducted by a 

masters student, Chique Fernandez, at The University of St. Andrews, Scotland. The aim of this research was to determine if vocal 

variations exist between wild manatees and those kept in captivity. Prior to their release in Great Harbour Cay 

(GHC), Berry Islands, acoustic recordings of Rita and Georgie were made for two days (11th and 12th February 

2012) while they were held at Dolphin Cay- Atlantis, Nassau. Upon their release back into the wild (April 2012) , 

acoustic recordings were made with a portable hydrophone (an underwater microphone) and a stand-alone digital 

recorder that was placed in the marina at GHC and programmed to record continuously over an extended period 

of time.  Between the 19th of April and the 3rd of May, over 160 hours of acoustic recordings were collected 

from Rita and Georgie when they were alone together and while in the company of other manatees. 

Manatee vocalisations are commonly described as whistles, chirps or squeaks.  When the acoustic 
data was analysed,  the results indicated that there was no change in vocal variation made by Rita 

and Georgie whilst they were in captivity compared to in the wild. This study was the first of its 

kind and has provided valuable baseline data about the vocalisations made by  wild and captive 

manatees. Yet again Rita and Georgie have helped BMMRO to spearhead conservation and re-

search here in the Bahamas, just by chatting mother to daughter! To read, “The Real Song of  

Sirens: A Study Assessing the Variability in Manatee Vocalizations,” visit   

  http://www.bahamaswhales.org/news/2012/news_Nov12.html. 
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Another exciting quarter for BMMRO!  How interesting to have two pieces of published 
material relating to marine mammals and hurricanes at a time when Sandy is still a 
recent memory. It reminds us that marine mammals have enough natural pressures to 
overcome (see picture of shark bite below) without us humans adding additional chal-
lenges. 
 
We hope to re-tag Georgie, enabling us to understand some vital information about 
where she goes around Abaco to find food and water, and how manatees use their 
habitat in these winter months; however at the time of writing she has again been in 
stealth mode for about a week and we have had no sightings reports.  I would remind 

everyone please not to feed Georgie, her natural food has a much higher nutritional content than anything we 
give her, and it is vital to her survival to be able to find her own food, especially as she’s such an explorer! 
 
Finally we congratulate Diane and Olivia and remember that science is a route to discovery, and most of 
those discoveries can help us conserve what we have. It is vital that this message is given to our younger 
generation so that they can contribute to conservation of our planet through the passion of science. 

 
“All my life through, the new sights of nature 
made me rejoice like a child.” Marie Curie 

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. 

Little Bahama Bank is a shallow carbonated bank that encom-
passes Grand Bahama and Great Abaco Island. Home to approxi-
mately 1000 bottlenose dolphins, scientists have identified 250 

individual dolphins from 
more than 700 dolphin en-
counters, using small boat-
based photo-identification 
techniques.  

 

This project was started by 
BMMRO in 1992 and some 
of the data was recently 
published as part of a PhD 

thesis by Holly Fearnbach, at the University of Aberdeen. Holly 
collected photographs of dolphin 
groups over four years in a study 
site on the east side of Abaco. The 
data was then compiled with data 
previously collected and analysed 
for individual animal recognition, 
shark-bite wounds and neonate dol-
phins.   

 

Dolphins can be identified by the 
nicks and scars found on their dor-
sal fins which they can get from boat 
collisions, shark bites and other dol-
phins. Once identified, they are then 
assigned an identification number and added to a dolphin cata-
logue. Individual identification helps scientists understand an ani-
mals’ life history, migratory pattern, and social behavior.  

 

Dolphins were classified as neonates based on their body size, 

coloration, the presence of fetal folds (visible for about one month 
after birth), and if they remained in an echelon position relative to 
another animal. In total, sixteen neonates were identified. Most 
calves appear to have been born during the winter months 
(November-February), with the highest calving peak in December.  

 

Higher birth rates were coincidental with cooler water tempera-
tures and the absence of hurricanes, whereas an increase in 
fresh shark-bite wounds was seen during the summer months 
(May-October) during which environmental conditions are highly 
influenced by hurricanes.  It has been suggested that dolphins 
seek either deeper waters or alternative prey sources during 
these summer months. These changes may make them more 
susceptible to the risk of predation by oceanic sharks and may 
account for the increase in shark-bite wounds seen after hurri-
canes. 

To read more about this interesting work, visit 
http://www.bahamaswhales.org/news/2012/news_Nov12.html. 

Dolphin Calf Seasonality And Shark Predation Risks On Little Bahama Bank 

Photograph of a juvenile dolphin with a fresh and severe shark-bite wound 

on its flank.  

Holly photographs dolphins in East 
Abaco.  



Headed by Lester Gittens of the Department of Marine Re-
sources, a three year study addressing the effects that con-
dos (wooden-built structures used by local fishermen), have 
on the biology of the spiny lobster started in July 2012.  

Scientists will examine and compare the effects condos, 
traps and natural shelter structures have on lobster growth, 
disease  transmission and lobster sustainability. Because 
lobsters are highly social animals, they tend to accumulate in 
high numbers under condos which may inhibit growth and 
increase the risk of disease transmission.  

Data will be collected for two and a half years and ana-

lysed as part of Mr. Gittens PhD at Old Dominion Univer-

sity in Norfolk, Va. In November, Mr. Gittens and his team 
stayed at BMMRO’s research center while they conducted 
their first field season in Abaco. There are currently six 
condos and ten traps deployed in Marsh Harbour and 
Sandy Point, all of which are marked “Fisheries Research” 
to prevent the removal of lobsters from these structures. 
This data will be used to manage the lobster fishery in The 
Bahamas and to promote sustainable fishing methods. 
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There have been 17 sightings of 3 different species of whales and  

dolphins throughout the Bahamas from  
October-December 2012, including: 

 
 
 

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

 
Toothed whales 

Bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) 
Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris) 

 
 

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! 

Test your dolphin knowledge! 

Dolphins can identify each other by: 
A)  Eye-sight          
B)  Signature whistles         
C)  Touch 
D)  Smell  
 

Turn to page 4 for the answer! 

BMMRO’s Executive Director and 
Vice President, Diane Claridge, was 
recently rewarded for her marine 
mammal educational work at an 
ceremony held during Youth Month, 
hosted by the South Abaco Youth 
Council.  

Diane is a founding member of 
BMMRO (previously known as the 
Bahamas Marine Mammal Survey) 

and is currently completing her PhD on beaked whale 
ecology at the University of St. Andrews in Scotland.  

BMMRO’s long time consultant and Friends of the Envi-
ronment (FRIENDS) Program Coordinator, Olivia Patter-
son, was also awarded the Youth Leadership Award for 
her work in environmental edu-
cation. Olivia has been teaching 
the environmental summer 
camp in Sandy Point for the last 
seven years and continues to 
provide educational outreach to 
schools throughout Abaco in 
her capacity at FRIENDS.  

BMMRO would like to congratu-
late Diane and Olivia for all their 
hard work !  

BMMRO Scientists Receive Awards Lobster Research In Sandy Point  

Spiny Lobster  (Panulirus argus)  

A Lobster Condo (Picture source: 
The Abaconian) 

Olivia Patterson introduces 
students to blue hole ecosystems.  

Diane Claridge 

2012 Winter Cetacean Sightings in The Bahamas 

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 

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  
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. 

Test Your Dolphin Knowledge! 
 

Signature Whistles are used to identify dolphins 

in a pod (a group of dolphins); its like an animal 
saying its name! Scientists have found that 
these whistles are also used to maintain group 

cohesion and are often copied by other dolphins 
within the pod.  
 

 
Reference: Janik, V. M., Sayigh, L. S., & Wells, R. S. (2006). Signature whistle shape conveys identity information to bottlenose 

dolphins. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 103(21), 8293–7. 

doi:10.1073/pnas.0509918103 

Trivia Answer: B) Signature Whistles  

To maintain BMMRO’s commitment to raising awareness about marine mammals in the Bahamas, 

BMMRO’s Education Officer, Ms. Kendria Ferguson has continued to provide educational outreach to the 

schools and local communities of Abaco. Since Georgie’s arrival in Abaco (see page 1), Ms. Ferguson has 
become the go-to-manatee lady of the island! Frequently seen in Cherokee, Kendria has spent countless hours 

speaking to and educating community members to ensure the safety of Georgie whilst in the Cherokee area. 

Kendria is often heard muttering the words “I know she’s cute, but please don’t feed her” and explaining the 

journey this curious young manatee has taken, travelling to Abaco from the Berry Islands. 

 

Georgie’s presence in Abaco has provided Kendria with an  excellent opportunity to monitor her habitat use 

and health closely. Educational manatee brochures, donated by Save the Manatee Club (SMC), were provided to the community of 

Cherokee and Kendria also visited J.A. Primary School in Sandy Point, Abaco. There she was able to educate students about mana-

tee behaviour here in The Bahamas and introduce them  to activity booklets donated 

by SMC, outlining the basic anatomy of manatees. 

 

BMMRO’s goal for Spring 2013 is to visit all the primary and 
secondary level schools throughout Abaco. By providing marine 

mammal education, BMMRO hopes to inspire Bahamian students 

to develop an active interest in studying marine sciences  at home 

here in the Bahamas. 

 

Students Learn About Manatee Habitat Use In The Bahamas 

Students of J.A. Pinder with their Manatee activity booklets. 


