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BOTTLENOSE DOLPHIN (Tursiops truncatus): 
Western North Atlantic Coastal Stock 

STOCK DEFINITION AND GEOGRAPHIC RANGE 

There are two distinct bottlenose dolphin ecotypes (Duffield et al. 1983; Duffield 1986; Mead and Potter 1995; 

Walker et al. 1999); a shallow water ecotype and a deep water ecotype which correspond to nearshore and offshore forms, 

respectively.  Both ecotypes have been sho wn to inh abit 

waters in the wes tern No rth Atlantic Ocean (Hersh and 

Duffield  1990; M ead and  Potter 199 5; Hoelz el et al. 

1998; Walker et al. 1999).  The inshore and offshore 

forms,  of all age classes, can be positively identified 

based on differences in morph ometrics, parasite loads, 

and prey (Mead and Po tter 1995 ).  Hoelze l et al. (1998) 

found significant differentiation between the nearshore 

and offshore form s in both nuclear an d mtDN A mark ers, 

and concluded the two forms w ere distinct.  Curry (1997) 

concluded that, based on differences in  mtDNA 

haplotypes,  the nearshore animals in the northern Gulf of 

Mexico and the w estern No rth Atlantic w ere significa ntly 

different stocks.  Bottlenose  dolphins which had stranded 

alive in the western North Atlantic in areas with direct 

access to deep oceanic waters had hemoglobin profiles 

matching that of the d eep, cold  water ecotype (Hersh and 

Duffield  1990). Her sh and Duffield (1990) also described 

morphological differences between the deep, cold water 

ecotype dolphins and dolphins with hematological 

profiles matching the shallow, warm water ecotype which 

had stranded in the Indian/Banana River in Florida. 

Because  of their  occurrence in shallow, relatively warm 

waters along the USA  Atlantic co ast and be cause the ir 

morphological characteristics are similar to the shallow, 

warm water ecoty pe describ ed by H ersh and  Duffield 

(1990), the Atlan tic coastal bo ttlenose do lphin stock  is 

believed to consist  of this  ecotype or nearshore form. 

Furthermore, Hoelze l et al. (1998) genetically identified 

a sample of animals captured or incidentally caugh t in 

nearshore waters as the nearshore form.  C urrently,  d ata Figure 1.  Sightings of bottlenose dolphins during aerial 

are insufficient to allow separation of locally resident surveys from shore to the 25 m isobath north of Cape 

Hatteras during summer 1994, shore to 9 km past the bottlenose dolphins found in bays, sounds and estuaries 
western Gulf Stream wall south of Cape Hatteras during 

coastal stock in the  western N orth Atlantic; Hoelzel et al. winter 1992, three  coastal surveys within o ne km of sho re 

(1998) found less variation in nuclear and mtDNA 

(such as those fro m the In dian/Ban ana Rive r) from th e 

from Ne w Jersey to  mid-Flo rida durin g the sum mer in 

1994, and during vessel surveys from about the 30 m 

likely included resident and coastal animals, than their isobath to the offshore extent of the USA EEZ in 1998. 

sample of offsh ore animals. 

The structure o f the coasta l bottlenose  dolphin  stock in the  western N orth Atlan tic is uncertain , but wha t is known 

about it suggests that the structure is complex.  Some portion of the coastal stock  migrates  north of C ape Ha tteras, North 

Carolina, to New  Jersey du ring the su mme r (Scott et al. 1988).  It has been suggested that this stock is restricted to waters 

< 25 m in depth within the northern portion of its range (Kenney 1990) because there are two concen trations of an imals 

north  of Cape Hatteras, one inshore of the 25m isobath and the other offshore of the 25m isobath, which were observed 

markers among their sample of nearshore animals, which 

143 



 

 

 

 

 

 

during aerial surveys of the region (CETAP 1982) and vessel surveys (NMFS unpublished data).  The  lowest de nsity of 

bottlenose dolphins was observed over the continental shelf, with higher densities along the coast and near the continental 

shelf edge.  The co astal stock is b elieved to r eside sou th of Cap e Hatteras in  the late winter (Mead 1975; Kenn ey 1990); 

however,  the depth distribution of the stock south of Cape Hatteras is uncertain and the coastal and offshore stocks may 

overlap there.  There was no apparen t longitud inal discon tinuity in bottlenose dolphin herd sightings during aerial surveys 

south  of Cape Hatteras in the winter 

(Blaylock and Hogg ard 1994). 

Scott et al. (1988) hypothesized a 

single coastal migratory stock ranging 

seasonally  from as far north  as Long Island, 

NY, to as far south as central Florida, citing 

stranding patterns du ring a hig h mor tality 

event in 1987-88 and observed density 

patterns along the  USA A tlantic coast. 

Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of 696 

bottlenose dolphin herd sightings during 

aerial and vessel surveys conducted during 

1992-1998.  The proportion of the sightings 

illustrated which might be of bottlenose 

dolphins from o ther than the coastal stock 

is unknow n; howev er, it is reasonable to 

assume that the coastal surveys within one 

km of shore minimized inclusion of the 

offshore stock.  Ga thering in forma tion to 

distinguish between coastal and offshore 

ecotypes is currently an active area of 

research by NMFS Southeast Fisheries 

Science Center (SEFSC), as is research to 

determine the relationship  between 

bottlenose dolphin that inhabit bays, sounds 

and estuaries and those that are believed to comprise the coastal stock  (Hohn 1997). 

A multi-disciplinary, multi-investigator research program to understand the stock structure of Atlantic coastal 

bottlenose dolphins was initiated in late 1996. Several different hypotheses about stock structure are being considered 

(Figure 2).  The experimental design for the program is based 

on: 1)  obtaining samples from live captures, photo- Table 1.  Residency and movement patterns of 
identification, projectile biopsy, and incidental take (strandings bottlenose dolphins documented from photo-
and observer programs); 2) conducting independent analyses identification (from Hohn 1997). 
including genetics, isotope ratios, contaminants, movement 

patterns, morphometrics, telemetry, and life history; and 3) 

merging of the disassociate d results  to describe stock structure 

(Hohn 1997).  Based o n curren t informa tion, it is expected that 

multiple stocks exist and include year-round residents, seasonal 

residents, an d migra tory gro ups.  

Site-specific, year-round residents have been reported 

only  in the southern part of the range, from C harleston , South 

Carolina (Zolman 1996) and Georgia (Petricig 1995) to central 

Florida (Odell and Asper 1990); seasonal residents and 

migratory or transient animals also  occur in these areas.  In the 

northern part of the range the patterns reported include 

seasonal residency,  year-round residency with large home 

range, and migratory  or transient movements (Barco and 

Swingle 1996, Sayigh et al. 1997).  T able I lists the locations 

Figure 2.  Illustration of stock structure hypotheses of Atlantic coastal 

bottlenose dolphins: one stock ranging from New Jersey to Florida or 

multiple sto cks which  may inc lude: 1) y ear-rou nd reside nts with sm all 

home  ranges; 2 ) multiple, co ntiguou s, seasona lly resident g roups w ith 

relatively large hom e ranges; and  3) groups w ith long-range m igratory 

pattern. 

Location 
Year-round 
Residents 

Seasonal 
Residents 

Migratory/ 
Transient 

Virginia Beach, VA No Jun-Sept Jun-Sept 

Beaufort, NC, “coastal” No Oct-Apr ? 

Beaufort, NC, 
“estuarine” Possible large home 

Wilmington, NC 
range 

Charleston, SC 
Yes 

fall-
winter 

spring, fall 

Bull Creek, SC Yes Yes 
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and the patterns of residency and movement that have been documented through photo-identification of naturally-marked 

animals,  and of 3 1 individ uals animals th at were live -captured  and freez e-brand ed in Bea ufort,  NC in 1995 (Hansen and 

Wells  1996).  Complex p atterns of movement and residency  were observed in a sample of 10 of the animals live-captured 

in Beaufort that were radio-tagged and tracked for up to 31 days:  some left the area immediately, some were located up 

to 120 km distant within a few days of tagging, and others remained in the area (Read et al. 1996). 

The observed patterns of year-round residency and seaso nal residen cy, and m igratory a nd transien t move ments 

likely represent a population that consists of a complex mosaic of biologically-meaningful stocks.  Th e patterns a re in 

some cases essentially identical or very similar to patterns observed in recognized stock s or com munities  identified in 

emba ymen ts and coa stal areas in the  northern  Gulf of M exico (e.g . Scott et al. 1990; Weller 1998; Wells et al. 1996). 

Sufficient information exists to identify year-round resident communities in several bay and estuarine areas; however, 

much of the suitab le bay an d estuarine  habitats  along the Atlantic co ast have not yet been studied sufficiently.  Although 

numerous research e fforts are un derway , it will require se veral yea rs of pho tograph ic identi fication, genetic and radio-

tracking research  to provide sufficient information for interpretation. The entire range(s) and number  of migratory and 

transient stocks are u nknow n, but m uch of th e curren t research e ffort is directed  toward s determining stock structure, 

movem ents, and deg ree of m ixing of th ese presu med sto cks.  As the  research e fforts are co mpleted , it is likely that a 

number of stocks or communities will be identified, including  year-round  and resident stocks in  embaym ents, and transient 

or migratory stock s.  This will necessitate a revision of the stock assessment report of the western North Atlantic Coastal 

Stock of bottlenose dolphins to reflect the number of stocks described. 

POPULATION SIZE

  Mitchell (1975 ) estimated that the coastal b ottlenose dolphin  population which was exploited by a shore-based 

net fishery un til 1925 (M ead 197 5) num bered at lea st 13,748  bottlenose dolphins in the 1800s.  Recent estimates of 

bottlenose dolphin abundance in the USA Atlantic coastal area were made from two types of aerial surveys.  The first type 

was aerial survey using standard line transect sampling with perpendicular distance data analysis (Buckland et al. 1993) 

and the computer program DISTANCE (Laake et al. 1993).  The alternate survey method consisted of a simple count of 

all bottlenose dolphins seen from aerial surveys within one km of shore. 

An aerial line-transect survey was conducted during February-March 1992 in the coastal area south of Cape 

Hatteras.  Sampling transects extended orthogonally from shore out to approximately 9 km past the western wall of the 

Gulf  Stream into waters as deep as 140 m, and the area surveyed extended from Cape Hatteras to mid-Florida (Blaylock 

and Hoggard  1994).  S ystema tic transects w ere placed  random ly with resp ect to bottlen ose dolp hin distribution and 

approx imately  3.3% of the total survey area of about 89,900 km2 was visually search ed.  Survey tran sects, area, and dates 

were chosen utilizing the known winter distribution of the stocks in order to sample the entire coastal population; however, 

the offshore stock may represent some unknown proportion of the resulting population size estimates.  Preliminary 

estimates of abundance were derived through the application of distance sampling analysis (Buckland et al. 1993) and the 

computer program DISTANC E (Laake et al. 1993) to the perpendicular distance sig hting data .  Bottlenose  dolphin 

abundance was estimated to be 12,435 dolphins with coefficient of variation (CV) = 0.18 and the log-normal 95% 

confide nce interv al was 9,6 84-15 ,967 (B laylock a nd Ho ggard 1 994).  

An aerial survey was conducted during late January-early March 1995, following nearly the same design as the 

1992 su rvey.  Prelimin ary analy sis (followin g the sam e proced ures desc ribed abo ve) resulted  in an abu ndanc e estimate 

of 21,128 dolphins (CV=0.22) with a long-normal 95% confidence interval of 13,815-32,312. 

Perpendicular sighting distance analysis (Buckland et al. 1983) of line transect data from an aerial survey 

throughout the north ern portio n of the ra nge in  July 1994, from Cape Hatteras to Sandy Hook, N ew Jersey, and from shore 

to the 25 m isobath, resulted in an abundance estimate of 25,841 bottlenose dolphins (CV=0.40) (Blaylock 1995) w ithin 

the approximately 25,600 km2 area.  These data were collected during a pilot study for designing future surveys and are 

conside red to be p reliminar y in natur e.  

An aerial survey of this area was conducted during mid July-mid August 1995.  Data from the pilot study was 

used to design th is survey; su rvey sam pling w as design ed to produce an abundance estimate with a CV  of 0.20 or less. 

Preliminary analysis (following the same proced ures desc ribed abo ve for the  surveys so uth of Ca pe Hatter as) resulted  in 

an abundance estimate of 12,570 dolphins (CV=0.19) with a log-normal 95% confidence interval of 8,695-18,173. 

An aerial survey of the coastal waters within a one km strip along the shore from Sandy Hook  to appro ximately 

Vero Beach, Florida, was also conducted during July 1994 (Blaylock 1995).  Dolphins from  the offshore stock are believed 

unlikely  to occur in this area.  Ob servers counted  all bottlenose dolphins seen within the one km strip alongshore from 
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Cape Hatteras to Sandy Hook (northern area) and within the one km strip alongshore south of Cape Hatteras to 

approx imately  Vero Beach (southern area).  The average of three counts of bottlenose dolphins in the northern area was 

927 dolphins (range = 303-1,667) and the average of three counts of bottlenose dolphins in the southern area was 630 

dolphin s (range =  497-81 5).  The su m of the  highest co unts in bo th areas w as 2,482  dolphin s. 

A vessel survey to obtain abundance, distribution, and biopsy information from pelagic cetaceans in USA waters 

south  of Delaware Bay was conducted during July and August 1998 (NMFS unpublished data).  The survey included 

waters from ap proxim ately the 30  m isoba th out to the  offshore  extent of th e USA  EEZ.  A total of 56 herds or groups of 

bottlenose dolphins were sighted; an unknow n numb er of these herds were likely the offshore bottlenose dolphin ecotype. 

One of the herds sighted was exceptionally large and was estimated to consist of 251 individuals.  The data from the survey 

are currently being analyzed; abundance estimates should be available in late 1999. 

It is not currently possible to d istinguish the two bo ttlenose dolphin ecotypes with certainty during visual aerial 

and vessel surveys,  as the d istribution o f the two e cotypes  in USA  Atlantic E EZ w aters is unce rtain.  Beca use of this 

difficulty,  the resulting abundance estimates may include dolphins from  the offshore stock. Until additional research 

provides information to determine the range of habitat utilized by both ecotypes and their degree of mixing along the 

Atlantic  coast,  it will not be possible to assess the abundance of either type with any certainty. Determining the degree of 

geogra phic m ixing of th ese two e cotypes  is currently a n active are a of researc h by N MFS , SEFSC . 

Minimum  Population Estimate 

Reasonable assurance of a minimum population estimate can not be provided by line transect surveys because 

the proportion of dolphins from the offsho re stock w hich m ight have  been ob served is  unknown. The risk averse approach 

is to assume that the minimum population size is the highest count of bottlenose dolphins within the one km strip from 

shore between Sandy Hook and Vero Beach obtained during the July 1994 survey.  The maximum count within one km 

of shore between Sa ndy Ho ok and Ca pe Hatteras wa s 1,667 bottleno se dolphins and  it was 815 bottleno se dolphin s within 

one km of shore between Cape H atteras and Vero Beach.  The resulting minimu m population size estimate for the western 

North A tlantic coastal b ottlenose d olphin sto ck is 2,48 2 dolph ins. 

Current Population Trend

 Kenne y (1990 ) reported  an estima ted 400 -700 bo ttlenose dolphins from the inshore strata of aerial surveys 

conducted along the  USA A tlantic coast north of Cape Hatteras in the summer during 1979-1981.  These estimates resulted 

from line transect a nalyses; thu s, they can not be u sed in  comparison with the direct count data co llected in 1994 to asse ss 

popula tion trend s.  

There was no significant difference in bottlenose dolphin abundance estimated from aerial line transect surveys 

conducted south of Cape Hatteras in the winter of 1983 and the winter of 1992 using comparable survey designs (NMFS 

unpublished data; Blaylock and Hoggard 1994) in spite of the 1987-88 mortality incident during which it was estimated 

that the coa stal migrato ry popu lation ma y have b een redu ced by u p to 53%  (Scott et al. 1988). 

CURRENT AND M AXIMUM NET PROD UCTIVITY RATES 

Current and maximum net productivity rates are not known for this stock.  The maxim um ne t produc tivity rate 

was assumed to be 0.04.  This value is based on theoretical modeling showing that cetacean populations may not grow 

at rates much greater than 4% given the constraints of their reproductive life history (Barlow et al. 1995). 

POTENTIAL BIOLOGICAL REMOVAL 

Potential Biological  Removal (PBR) is the product of  the minimum population size, one-half the maximum 

produ ctivity rate, and a “recovery” factor (Wade and Angliss 1997).  The “recovery “ factor, which accounts for 

endangered, depleted, and threatened stocks, or stocks of unknown status relative to optimum sustainable population(OSP) 

is assumed to be 0.50 because this stock is listed as depleted under the Marine Mammal Protection Act.  Therefore, PBR 

for the U SA Atla ntic coastal b ottlenose d olphin sto ck is 25 d olphins. 
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ANNUAL HUMAN-CAUSED MORTALITY AND SERIOUS INJURY

  Total ann ual estima ted avera ge fishery -related m ortality or serious in jury to this  stock during 1994-1998 was 

45.8 bo ttlenose do lphins (C V=0.6 7). 

Fishery Information 

Menhaden Purse Seine 

The Atlantic m enhad en purse  seine fishery  targets the A tlantic men haden , Brevortia tyrannus, in Atlantic coastal 

waters approximately 3-18 m in depth.  Twenty-two vessels operate off north ern Florid a to New  Englan d from  April-

January (NMFS 1991, pp. 5-73). Menhaden purse seiners have reported an annual incid ental take of one to fiv e bottlenose 

dolphin s (NM FS 199 1, pp. 5-7 3), althou gh obse rver data a re not ava ilable.  

Mid-Atlantic Coastal Gillnet 

Coastal gillnets ope rate in differe nt season s targeting d ifferent spe cies in differe nt states throughout the range 

of this stock.  Most nets are anchored close to shore, but some are allowed to drift, and nets range in length from 91 m to 

914 m.  A gilln et fishery fo r Ame rican shad , Alosa sapidissima, operates se asonally fr om C onnec ticut to Georgia, with 

nets being moved from coastal ocean waters into fresh water with the shad spawning migration (Read 199 4).  It is 

considered likely that a few bottlenose dolphins are taken in this fishery each year (Read 1994).  The portion of the fishery 

which operates along the South Carolina coast was sampled by observers during 1994 and 1995, and no fishery 

interactions were observed (McFee et al. 1996). The North Carolina sink gillnet fishery operates in October-May targeting 

weakfish, croaker, spot, bluefish, and dogfish.  Ano ther gillnet fish ery along  the North  Carolina  Outer B anks targ ets 

bluefish in January-March.  Similar mixed-species gillnet fisheries, under state jurisdiction, operate seasonally along the 

coast from Florida to New Jersey, with the exclusion of Georgia. 

The mid-A tlantic coastal g illnet fishery is a ctually a co mbina tion of sm all vessel fisheries that target a v ariety 

of fish species.  Some of the fishery operates right off the beach.  Although observer coverage of the fishery was initiated 

in July, 1993, there was no coverage in 1994 and bycatch estimates are available only for 1995-1998.  Observer coverage 

of the fishery ranged from 3% in 1997 to 5% in 1995 and 1998.  One take of a bottlenose dolphin  was observed in 1995 

and 1996, none in 1997, and three in 1998.  The annual estimated mortalities with associated CVs in parentheses by year 

are as follows:  1995, 56 (1.66); 1996, 64 (0.83); 1997, 0; 1998, 63 (0.94); estimated 1995-1998 mean annual estimated 

take is 45.8 , CV=0 .67 (Tab le 2).   

Shrimp Trawl 

The shrimp trawl fishery operates from North Carolina through northern Florida virtually year around, moving 

seasonally up and down the coast.  One bottlenose dolphin was recovered dead from a shrimp trawl in Georgia in 1995 

(Southeast USA Marine Mammal Stranding Network unpublished data), but no bottlenose dolphin mortality or serious 

injury has been previously reported to NMFS. 

Beach Seine 

A beach seine fishery operates along northern North Carolina beaches during the spring  and fall targ eting m ullet, 

spot, weakfish , sea trout, and bluefish.  The North Carolina beach seine has been observed since April 7, 1998.  The 

fishery, based on the Outer Banks of North Carolina, occurs primarily in the spring (April through June) and fall (October 

through Decem ber).  This  fishery has two types of setup systems: a “beach anchored gill net” and a “beach  seine”.  Bo th 

systems utilize a gill net anchored to the beach.  The beach seine system also uses a bunt and wash net that are attached 

to the beach and are in the surf.  This fishery was observed by patrolling the beaches on a daily basis.  During April 1998, 

12 hauls were observed: 9 were  the gill net system and 3 were the beach seine system.  During M ay 1998, 26 hauls were 

observed: 14 gill net an d 12 be ach seine  hauls.  Du ring Oc tober 19 98, 7 ha uls were o bserved , all the gill net system. 

During Novem ber 199 8, 1 gillnet system haul was observed.  During December 1998, 14 hauls were observed: 12 gill net 

and 2 beach se ine hauls.  T he only  observed take was a freshly killed bottlenose dolphin during May 1998.  The beach 

seine observe r data is currently being audited and is unavailable for analysis.  The beach seine fishery bycatch  mortality 

estimate w ill be availab le for the 20 01 stock  assessme nt report. 
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Table  2.  Summary  of the incidental mortality of bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) by comm ercial fishery including 

the years sampled (Years), the number of vessels active  within the  fishery (V essels), the typ e of data  used (D ata 

Type), the annual observer coverage (Observer Cov erage), the mortalities recorded by on-board observers 

(Observed Mortality), the estimated annual mortality (Estimated Mortality), the estimated CV of the annual 

mortality (Estimated CVs) and the mean  annual mortality (CV in parentheses). 

 

Fishery Years  Vessels Data Type 1 Observer 
Coverage 2 

Observed 
Serious 
Injury 

Observed 
Mortality 

Estimated 
Mortality 

Estimated 
CVs 

Mean 
Annual 

Mortality 

Mid-Atlantic 
Coastal Sink 
Gillnet 

94-98 NA Obs. Data 
Weighout 

NA, .05, .04, 
.03, .05 

NA, 0, 0, 
0, 0 

NA, 1, 1, 
0, 3

 NA, 56, 
64,  0, 63 

NA, 1.66, 
.83, 0, .94 

45.8 
(0.67) 
      

TOTAL 45.8 
(0.67) 

1 Observer data (Obs. data) are used to measure bycatch rates; the USA data are collected within the Northeast Fisheries 
Science Center (NEFSC) Sea Sampling Program.  The NEFSC collects weighout (Weighout) landings data that are used as 
a measure of total effort for the USA sink gillnet fisheries. 

2 The observer coverage for the mid-Atlantic coastal sink gillnet fishery is measured in tons of fish landed. 

Other Mor tality 

Bottlenose  dolphin s are kno wn to inte ract with  commercial fisheries and occasionally are taken in various kinds 

of fishing gear including gillnets, seines, long-lines, shrimp trawls, and crab pots (Read 1994, Wang et al. 1994) e specially 

in near-shore areas where dolphin densities and fishery efforts are greatest.  These interactions are due in pa rt to the 

species’ gregarious nature and habits of feeding on discarded bycatch and from baited gear (e.g., long-line and crab pots). 

However,  stranding data prob ably un derestim ate the exten t of fishery- related m ortality and  serious inju ry becau se not all 

of the dolphins which die or are seriously injured may wash ashore, nor will all of those that d o wash  ashore n ecessarily 

show signs of en tanglem ent or oth er fishery-in teraction.  In addition, the level of technical expertise among stranding 

network personnel varies widely as does the ability to recognize signs of fishery interaction.  Due to the extent of 

decomposition and/or the level of experience of the examiner, a determination cannot always be made as to whether or 

not a stranding occurred due to human interaction 

From 1993-1997, two hundred and eighty-eight bottlenose  dolphin s were rep orted stran ded in  waters north of 

Cape Hatteras (V irginia to  Massachusetts, NE Region) (NM FS, unpublished data).  The m ajority of th e stranding s within 

this northern area o ccurred in Virg inia (n = 182, 63 %).  An un known   numbe r of the animals reported stranded during 

1993-1995 have shown signs of entanglement with fishing gear or interactions with fishing activities; however, limited 

information was available for 1993, and complete info rmation wa s available for 199 6- 1997.  In 1 993, eight bottleno se 

dolphin s in Virginia and one in Maryland were reported as entangled in fishing gear, but the gear type was not reported 

(NMFS unpublished data).  In 1996, seve nty-four bottleno se dolphins w ere reported strand ed in the NE  Region.  Th e cause 

of death  could b e determ ined for 4 4 anim als and of  these, 16 o r 36% w ere repo rted due to  human interactions (including 

13 gear  entangle ments).  In 1997, seventy-four bottlenose dolphins were also reported stranded in the NE Region.  The 
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cause of death c ould  be determined for 54 animals and 

of these, 14 or 26% were reported due to human 

interactions.  If the percentages are consistent for 

animals  for which cause of death could not be

determined, it is likely that during 1996 about 27

(36%), and during 1997 about 19 (26%), of the

stranded animals in  the NE Region died due to human

interactions. 

Evidence of interaction with fisheries

(entang lement,  net marks, m utilations, gun sho ts, etc.)

were present in 178 of 1353 of the b ottlenose dolphin

strandings investigated  in the US A Sou theast Atlan tic

region (North Carolina to Florida) from 1993 to 1998

(Table  3) as determined from evidence of

entanglement in fishing gear and/or other human

related causes  (e.g., net marks, entanglement,

mutilations,  boat strikes, gunshot wounds) (NMFS

unpublished inform ation).  Th is does no t take into

account those anim als for whic h cause o f death co uld

not be determ ined so th e number of animals that

stranded  due to hu man in teraction is like ly greater. 

North  Carolina stranding records show  the

highest incidence of fishery interactions from the SE

Atlantic Region.  North Carolina data from 1993

through 1998 indicate th at 120 of 489  animals,  or

25% showed evidence o f human interactions.  In

1997, 127 bottlenose do lphin stran ded in N orth

Carolina.  Cause of death could be determined for 

Table 3.  Bottlenose dolphin strandings in the USA Southeast Atlantic (North 
Carolina to Florida) from 1993 to 1998. Data from Southeast Marine 
Mammal Stranding Da tabase (SEUS). 

only  58 of these animals, and of these 36 or 62.1%  exhibited  positive sign s of fisheries in teractions.  T he results  for 1998 

were similar; of the 83 animals stranded , cause of death could be de termined for only 35 and of these 19 or 54.3% 

exhibited positive signs of fish ery interac tions.   If this percentage is consistent fo r all North Carolina stran ded anim als, 

it is possible that approximately 78 or 62% of the stranded animals died from fisheries interactions in 1997, and in 1998 

approx imately 4 5 or 54%  died from  fisheries intera ctions. 

In recent years reports of strandings with evidence of interactions between bottlenose dolphins and both 

recreational and commercial crab-pot fisheries have been increasing in the Southeast Region (McFee and  Brooks 1998). 

The nearshore habitat occupied by this stock is adjacent to areas of high human population and in the northern 

portion of its range is highly industrialized.  Th e blubb er of strand ed dolp hins exam ined du ring the 1 987-8 8 mor tality 

event contained anthropogenic contaminants in levels among the highest recorded for a cetacean (Geraci 1989).  There 

are no estimates of indirect human-caused mortality resulting from pollution or habitat degradation, but a recent 

assessment of the health of live-captured bo ttlenose dolphin s from M atagord a Bay, T exas, assoc iated high  levels of cer tain 

chlorinated hydrocarbons with low h ealth assessment scores (Reif et al. in review ). 

 

199 
State 1993 4 1995 1996 1997 1998 Total 

North Carolina 

No. Stranded 

No. Human Interactions 

% With Human Interactions 

South Carolina 

No. Stranded 

No. Human Interactions 

% With Human Interactions 

Georgia 

No. Stranded 

No. Human Interactions 

% With Human Interactions 

Florida 

No. Stranded 

No. Human Interactions 

% With Human Interactions 

Puerto Rico 

No. Stranded 

No. Human Interactions 

% With Human Interactions 

78 51 80 70 127 83 489 

18 14 18 14 36 20 120 

23% 27% 22% 20% 28% 24% 25% 

33 19 32 29 41 37 191 

1 1 3 5 9 5 24 

3% 5% 9% 17% 22% 13% 13% 

29 13 17 17 18 28 122 

0 3 1 2 1 1 8 

0% 23% 6% 12% 6% 4% 7% 

111 62 91 104 104 76 548 

6 6 2 1 7 3 25 

5% 10% 2% 1% 7% 4% 5% 

0 1 1 1 0 NA 3 

0 0 0 1 0 NA 1 

0% 0% 0% 100% 0% NA 33% 

Totals 

No. Stranded 251 146 221 221 290 1353 

No. Human Interactions 25 24 24 23 53 178 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STATUS OF STOCK 

This stock is con sidered to b e depleted  relative to O SP and  it is listed as depleted under the Marine Mammal 

Protection Act (MMP A).  There are data suggesting that the population was at an historically high level immediately prior 

to the 1987-8 8 mortality even t (Keinath and M usick 198 8); however, the 1987-88 anomalous mortality event was 

estimated to have decreased the popula tion by as m uch as 53 % (Sco tt et al. 1988).  A comparison of historical and recent 

winter aerial survey data in the area south of Cape Hatteras found no statistically significant difference between population 

size estimates (Student's t-test, P > 0.10), but these estimates may have included an un known prop ortion of the offshore 

stock.  Pop ulation tren ds cann ot be dete rmined  due to insu fficient data.  

Although there are limited observer data directly linking serious injury and mortality to fisheries (e.g., in the 

coastal gillnet fishery complex in the mid-Atlantic), the total number of bottlenose dolphin assumed from this stock which 
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stranded showing signs of fishery or human-related mortality exceeded PBR in 1993, 1996, 1997, and by the end of 

October in 1998.  In North Carolina alone, human-related mortality approached PBR in each of the intervening years.  The 

total fishery-related mortality and serious inju ry for this sto ck is not less than 10% of the calculated PBR, and, therefore, 

cannot be considered to be insignificant and approaching zero mortality and serious injury rate. 

The species is not listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act, but because this stock 

is listed as dep leted und er the M MPA  it is a strategic stock . 
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