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Abundance and sighting patterns of bottlenose dolphins
(Tursiops truncatus) at four northwest Atlantic coastal sites
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ABSTRACT

Researchers and managers studying Atlantic coastal bortlenoss
the hypothests that thers are two vnits within the population, One
during summer and south during awtumn and winer), while rhe
980, the occerrence of dolphing was oo

on-going studies begun in the late 1980% and mid-1
Nomh Carcling, South Caraling amd Floriga) in 199
stock of dolphing using data an
of nomhwest Atlantic coastal bor
year-round in North Carcling, South Caroling and Flosida. In
Monthly delphin counts and warer lemperatunes were positively
for effort, monthly dalphin counts were significantly different
resighting rates wers sigmificantly hizher in Flarida than al the
coastal bortlenose dolphins were present at the fou
along the eatire U8 Arlantic coast (2.4 BI). These results support
and suggest that published
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7. The goals of the study were
abundance, distibution and sighting
tesase dolphing at the four sites, Cuolp

rsites in 1997, This estirnare jx simil;

abundance sstimates for coastal hetlenose dol
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dolphing along the east coast of the United States have Deen working on
wnit migrates seascnally along the northwest Allantic coast (meaing north
other remaing in local inshore witers year-rourd, As part of independen,
npared among lour separate sites (Virginga,
ko Lest the current working hypothesis of one migrating
paterns and e caleulate a minimum estimare of the population size
hins were consistent)y present in Wirginia from April to Oetober and
wotal, 7830 dolphing were counted and 2,830 identifications were made.
corvelated 2t the Virgina, Sowh Carcling and Flarida sites, Afier adjusting
among the four sies bor new identification razes were not, The manthly
other sitzs, Based on mark-recapture analysis, it was estimated thar 2,392
i o published abendance estimates for dolphing
the hypothasis of multiple populaticns units with distine mavemnent pallems
phins are greatly enderestimated.

BOTTLEMOSE  DOLPS N, DISTRIBUTION:

INTRODUCTION

Although  bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops runcarus) are
distributed along the Atlantic coast of the United States from
the Florida Keys to New York, distribution and abundance
change seasonzlly between nosthern Florida and New York
(Keoney, 1500; Wang er al., 1994, During the summer,
dolphins are  distributed throughout  this range  and
abundance is greatest between Norih Carolina and New
Jersey. In the autumn, the distribution of dolphins beging to
shift south and by winter abundance is grestest between
Cape Hatteras, North Carolina and northern Florida {Wang
et al., 19947, This shift in abundance suggests that at loger
some coastal animals migrate south to winter at the southermn
end of their range somewhers between Cape Hatteras and
central Florida (Wang ef al., 1994). Asainst this background
of seasonal movements, there is evidence that some
individuals move linle over the course of the year,
particularly in the mors southern parts of this range (Wang er
al., 1994; Gubbins, 2002a; b). These residem dolphins may
comprise distinet population units thay should be managed
independently of migratory dolphins (CeTAP, 1952; Wang
el 2l 1994; Hohn, 1997, Barco e af,, 19599,

Attention was dravwn 1o the question of population
sructurs and movement ratterns by analysis of stranding
Palterns associated with a mass mortality event. Between
June 1987 and March 1988, more than 740 dead botilenose
dolphing washed ashore from New Jersey to Fiorida (Scott e/
al.. 1988, Wang e al., 1994; Mead and Poter, 1995), Twao
Agents were associated with the even: brevitoxin criginating
from a red tide (Geraci, 1989) and 2 morbillivirus (Lipscomb
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el al, 1994; Daignan eraf., 1996), Carcasses were recoversd
from North Caralina, Virginia and New York in June 1987,
fram Virginia, New York and New Tersey in July, and from
North Carling  between August and  November, In
December, carcasses were found in South Caroling, Georgia
and Florida but by January 1988, and through February,
carcasses were recovered only in Florida. Carcasses WELE
recovered in Florida, Georgia, South Carolina and Naorth
Caroling during March 1988,

Based on stranding data from the 1987-88 die-ofl and
abundance data from aerjal surveys, Scott er al (1988)
hypothesised that a single migratory stock of bottlenose
dolphins ranged seasonally from Long Island, New York to
central Florida, This hypothesis, known as the ‘single stock®
hypothesiz, has been 1he working paradigm for researchers
and managers along the sast coast of the United States
{Waring ar g/, 2000, P 141-149), However, due to the
dearth of published data on the behavioural ecology of
Atlantic  bottlenose dolphins, this hypothesis excludes
inshore dolphing and has not been formally tested.

Stranding data were also used 1o estimate a potential stock
decline of 53% due 1o the die-off (Seott e al, 1988).
Consequently, this stock was officially classified as depletad
under the US Marine Mammal Pratection Act of 1972
(Wang er al, 1994). As (he egency responsible for
implementation of the Marine Mammal Protection Act, the
US Matienal Marine Fisheries Service was required 1o
develop a conservation plan for the coastal migratory stock.
However, limited data on dolphin movement patterns and
abundance has hampered development of a plan and, thus,
management of the depleted migratory stock. Only five
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