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To whom it may concern,

Import of Tursiops aduncus from the Solomon Islands

The undersigned conservation and animal welfare organisations representing over 25 million members of the public worldwide, write to express our deep concern about the recent capture of hundreds of dolphins in the Solomon Islands and the export on 21 July 2003 of 28 bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops aduncus) to Mexico. We understand that several dolphins have already died in the Solomon Islands during and since capture, and that at least one dolphin has died since its arrival in Mexico. Many of the undersigned organisations and their supporters have already addressed their concerns about various aspects of the capture and trade to the Mexican and Solomon Islands authorities and to the CITES Secretariat. 

This open letter expresses our collective view that the trade not only violated CITES regulations because it was not based on a valid non-detriment finding, but also that the introduction of an exotic species into a protected area violated Mexican domestic law. In addition to the specific recommendations at the end of this letter, we urge: 

· The Solomon Islands to release the remaining captive dolphins, and not to allow the capture or export of more dolphins;

· Mexico to revoke the import permits it issued and confiscate the imported dolphins;

· Other countries not to allow the import of dolphins from the Solomon Islands; 

· The CITES Secretariat to recommend rejection of the existing export permits and state for the record that The Solomon Islands is not currently in a position to issue valid export permits for Tursiops aduncus.

Background and current status 

As the Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs stated in June 2003, "the Solomon Islands situation is one of the region's most  troublesome. Solomon Islands is on the verge of becoming a failed state. The Government has been paralysed by severe law and order problems which are preventing economic recovery and eroding the institutions of civil society"
. Since that statement was made, the Prime Minister of the Solomon Islands officially invited Australia, New Zealand and other Pacific country forces to come and help restore law and order. 

Two foreign-owned companies have taken advantage of the unstable situation in the Solomon Islands to plunder its waters and exploit its fishermen. We understand that they have exploited local fishermen to catch between 60 and 200 (some reports say 400) dolphins in the Solomon Islands’ waters over the last few months, and has permission to export 100 dolphins annually
. The dolphins are being held in sea pens in Honiara and Gela Island, and possibly elsewhere. Twenty eight were exported to Mexico on 21 July, where at least one has since died, and local sources report that businessmen from Taiwan, China, Japan, Thailand and Italy are in the Solomon Islands, expressing interest in buying the remaining dolphins. 

CITES issues

The Solomon Islands is not a Party to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). However, we understand that Mexico acted in accordance with Article X of the Convention, by “seeking comparable documentation issued by the competent authorities [in the Solomon Islands] which “substantially conforms” with CITES requirements. 

CITES Res. Conf. 9.5 on Trade with Non Parties elaborates this provision further, recommending specifically that: 

“permits and certificates issued by States not party to the Convention not be accepted by Parties unless they contain ….in the case of export of specimens of a species included in Appendix I or II, certification to the effect that the competent scientific institution has advised that the export will not be detrimental to the survival of the species (in case of doubt a copy of such advice should be required) and that the specimens were not obtained in contravention of the laws of the State of export”.(emphasis added).

We believe that the Solomon Islands has failed to meet a vital criterion for issuing a valid export permit.  In light of this manifest invalidity, Mexico should revoke the import permits it issued on the basis of the Solomon Islands documents.  Other Parties presented with similar documents in the future should refuse to accept them.

“Certification to the effect that the competent scientific institution has advised that the export will not be detrimental to the survival of the species (in case of doubt a copy of such advice should be required)”.  

CITES requires that non-Parties wishing to trade in CITES-listed species with treaty Parties provide documentation substantially conforming to CITES standards.  With respect to Appendix II species, such as Tursiops aduncus, CITES requires that the State of export make an express finding that the proposed trade will not be detrimental to the survival of the species.  The available evidence demonstrates not only that the Solomon Islands has failed to make a valid Non-Detriment Finding, but also that any such finding would be scientifically indefensible given the paucity of data available for this species.

CITES Res. Conf. 10.3 on the Designation and Role of Scientific Authorities notes that the “issuance of permits by a Management Authority without appropriate Scientific Authority findings constitutes a lack of compliance with the provisions of the Convention and seriously undermines species conservation”. The Resolution recommends that “the findings and advice of the Scientific Authority of the country of export be based on the scientific review of available information on the population status, distribution, population trend, harvest and other biological and ecological factors, as appropriate, and trade information relating to the species concerned”. 

The need for a valid scientific assessment is supported by the IUCN’s recently published IUCN/SSC Conservation Action Plan for the World's Cetaceans, which states that, "[a]s a general principle, dolphins should not be captured or removed from a wild population unless that specific population has been assessed and it has been determined that a certain amount of culling can be allowed without reducing the population's long-term viability or compromising its role in the ecosystem.
"
We understand that the ‘Non Detriment Finding’ provided by the Solomon Islands to Mexico was only a few lines long and was not accompanied by any supporting information on the population’s status, distribution, trends or historical and recent exploitation.  

In the time available, we have conducted a review of the available published information on the status and exploitation of this population and found that there is almost no published literature and very few other data available. 

Status

Tursiops truncatus (the common bottlenose dolphin) is listed in Appendix II of CITES. The species is described by IUCN as Data Deficient, meaning that information needed to make a sound conservation assessment is lacking. Although recognized as a separate species since 1998
, Tursiops aduncus (the Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin) is not yet listed separately under CITES. 

In Australia’s proposal to list the Arafura Sea / Timor Sea population of Tursiops aduncus on Appendix II of the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) in 1999, it said of the whole species, “It should be noted that, like with most marine species, our knowledge of the distribution, conservation status and threats facing T. aduncus is poor”
.  

CMS concludes in its 2001 “Review on Small Cetaceans: Distribution, Behaviour, Migration and Threats” that,  “Marked geographic variation among bottlenose dolphins - in particular, morphological variation between inshore and offshore animals - has contributed to uncertainties regarding stock structure and taxonomy within the genus. Stock delineations are necessary to assess the impacts of die-off and fishery mortalities on bottlenose stocks, and to conserve population units…Clearly, more research is needed in order to establish the range and importance of different species, subspecies and their populations of the genus Tursiops, as well as basic biological information related to population size, behavioural differences and isolation, and migratory patterns”
. 

In July 2003, a formal search was conducted of the scientific literature for reports of the status of Tursiops aduncus in Solomon Islands’ waters, including using the science databases available through the British Library. No relevant papers were found. The only related paper that we have been able to find is a report of the results of a sightings survey conducted around the Solomon Islands in 1993, which was submitted to the International Whaling Commission (IWC) in 1995. This focused on large whale species, but recorded sightings of small cetaceans, including a number of dolphin species. However, it recorded no observations of bottlenose dolphins
. 

In addition, we have consulted several bottlenose dolphin experts about the status of Tursiops aduncus in the waters of the Solomon Islands’, and the potential impacts of this removal for trade. They have provided statements (annex 1) from which the following extracts are taken:

Mike Bossley Ph.D:
 

“The recent capture of approximately one hundred and fifty bottlenose dolphins in Solomon Islands may have a significant impact on the local dolphin population.

The coastal bottlenose dolphin populations form discrete though permeable communities of between eighty and two hundred animals in almost all studies published to date. The animals comprising these communities show strong site fidelity and most display complex social systems in which are nested durable inter individual relationships. Even if a few animals have escaped capture it is unlikely they will have the social structure necessary to ensure successful reproduction in the short term. If the captured animals are coastal animals this capture will have at best decimated an entire community and at worst essentially wiped it out. Given dolphins are long lived animals with a relatively low birth rate recovery from population crashes will inevitably be slow, perhaps fifty years or more.

To the best of my knowledge there have been no studies of the distribution and abundance of dolphins in the Solomons. This means it is impossible to evaluate the overall significance of the removal of these animals and consequent decimation of a single community. If, as seems likely, the total number of bottlenose dolphins in the Solomons is low then the removal of these one hundred and fifty animals may represent a substantial portion of the total population of the country”. 

John Wang Ph.D:

“With little information about stock structure, population size and the exploitation history of populations, permitting takes for the display industry is very irresponsible as this activity can lead to the direct extirpation of local populations.  Given what is known about this species (especially the small size of local populations and little exchange with other adjacent populations), the capture of 200 T. aduncus (if all these individuals are of this species) from the waters of the Solomon Islands is likely to represent a significant part of the local population and is very concerning.  The impact of such a large removal of animals from the Solomon Islands undoubtedly will have a considerable, long-term, detrimental impact on the local population of this species”. 
Exploitation

We are aware from local reports that large numbers of dolphins have historically been, and still are, killed each year in unregulated hunts in the Solomon Islands for their meat and teeth. 

It should be noted that if these live dolphins are removed from the sea and not returned (as appears to be the case here), their removal has the same impact, in conservation terms, as if they were killed. As the IUCN Species Survival Commission’s Cetacean Specialist Group has recently stated: "Removals of live cetaceans from the wild, for captive display and/or research, is equivalent to incidental or deliberate killing as the animals brought into captivity (or killed during capture operations) are no longer available to help maintain their natural populations"
. 

The Solomon Islands is a Contracting Government of the International Whaling Commission (IWC). However, it does not comply with the requirement of the IWC’s Scientific Committee to submit a National Progress Report providing information on the biology of cetaceans, cetacean research, or the taking of cetaceans in its waters
. In the absence of such a report, the scientific basis for a purported non-detriment finding must again be questioned.

The 1995 report, “Marine Mammals in the Area served by the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme” (SPREP)
 records the report of one commentator that the scale of hunting increased enormously from 1964 and became a regular occupation during a large part of the year, resulting in catches of several thousand animals per year since that time”. The SPREP Report concludes that a biological assessment of the exploited stocks is needed as a high priority. 

Two recently published books refer to the growing commercial exploitation of live Tursiops aduncus. ‘Marine Mammals of the World’ states that, “with the rapid proliferation of oceanariums in southern Asia, the demand for live bottlenose dolphins is bound to increase and unregulated collections could have a severe impact on local wild populations”
.   The ‘IUCN 2002-2010 Conservation Action Plan for the World’s Cetaceans’ states in respect of Tursiops aduncus that, “as a preferred species in captive displays, there is substantial and growing demand for this dolphin in the expanding oceanarium trade throughout southeast Asia”
. 

We have examined all the data we could find on the status and exploitation of Tursiops aduncus in general, and the population in the Solomon Islands waters in particular. We are deeply concerned by its paucity. We conclude that, if a scientific review of available information on the population status, distribution, population trend, harvest, other biological and ecological factors, and trade had been properly conducted by the Solomon Islands authorities, it could not reach a defensible conclusion that the removal of up to (and perhaps more than) 200 animals, for the trade in 28, would not cause detriment to the survival of the species.

We believe that our view is confirmed by Moses Biliki, the Director of Environment and Conservation Division (ECD) of the Ministry of Forests, Environment and Conservation in the Solomon Islands. Mr Biliki signed a letter in June 2003 stating that the trade would not be detrimental to the survival of the species. However only three months before this, on 19 March, he advised the Secretary of the Foreign Investment Board and the Director of the Fisheries Division (see annex 2) that: 

“Since there is currently not enough data on wild stocks of the dolphin populations in Solomon Islands waters, the Environment and Conservation Division wishes to advise that further approvals for new operations on the exploitation of dolphins be curtailed”.

We believe that the non detriment finding issued by the Solomon Islands in June 2003 is discredited by the contradictory and precautionary statement of its author on 19 March 2003.  In the absence of any evidence that Mr. Biliki’s June statement relies on information obtained since March about the status of the stock, his earlier statement is more consistent with available scientific data, and should be considered more credible. 

We therefore urge Mexico, and any other countries contemplating the import of dolphins from the Solomon Islands, to respect the advice given by Mr Biliki on 19 March 2003 and not rely on the unsupported non-detriment finding he signed in June.  

CITES Resolution Conf. 11.18 recommends that, when any Party deems that an Appendix II species exported from a State not Party to the Convention is being traded in a manner detrimental to the survival of the species, that Party apply stricter domestic measures to the trade consistent with Article XIV of the Convention.   Given the lack of any scientific basis for its purported non-detriment findings, we urge all Parties to apply such stricter domestic measures, and refuse to accept export permits for bottlenose dolphins from the Solomon Islands. 

Other issues

Solomon  Islands

Use of dynamite to catch reef fish for the dolphins

We are deeply concerned by reports that fishermen are using dynamite on coral reefs in order to catch fish for the captive dolphins. This is a destructive practice that has the potential not only to decimate local fish stocks, but also to destroy large areas of reef and harm other wildlife. We understand that two arrests have already been made and strongly urge the Solomon Islands authorities to enforce a prohibition on this practice. 

We would also note that, by removing dolphins from inshore populations, the activity may actually be undermining the future tourism potential of the Solomon Islands, which might someday rely on such animals. 

Mexico

The Introduction of exotic species to Mexican waters and the risk of disease transmission. 
We believe that the introduction of dolphins from the Solomon Islands to the waters of a Mexican National Park violates Mexican law prohibiting the introduction of exotic species, and will put these dolphins, and others that they encounter, at risk.

Although the Mexican government has stated that the importer is responsible for ensuring that the Solomon Islands dolphins “shall not share the same confinement with native specimens and will remain in strict confinement”
, we are aware that the dolphins are being held in marine pens through which sea water can freely move and adjacent to other bottlenose dolphins captured in Mexican waters. 
These pens are located in the Parque Nizuc National Park, a Natural Protected Area created under the General Law of Ecological Equilibrium and Protection of the Environment (the General Law). 

Article 81, paragraph a) of the General Law for Natural Protected Areas establishes that "wild exotic or transgenic species different from those existing already cannot be introduced (to the area)". Article 87, which specifies the kind of prohibitions that may be included in the management programme states, in Paragraph IX, "introduction of wild exotic specimens or populations". 

Furthermore, the Management Plan of "The National Marine Park of the west coast of Isla Mujeres, Cancun Point and Nizuc Point", expressly prohibits the introduction of exotic species: Chapter 8 states, "It is prohibited to [introduce]...(f) living species unrelated to the [native] flora and fauna that therein exist”. Section 6, paragraph (1) expressly forbids the introduction of exotic species.

The range of the dolphins imported from the Solomon Islands does not include the waters of Mexico
 and they are, therefore, an exotic species as defined by Article 3, paragraph XIII of Mexico’s General Law as "[t]hose which are found outside of the range of their natural distribution . . .]."

We understand that Mexico also recognises the imported dolphins to be an exotic species: The terms and conditions relating to the CITES import permit No. MX 19533 of July 8 (set out in official document SGPA/ DGVS/04658 of July 19), state that "[t]he specimens must be kept in strict confinement and cannot be liberated to the wild because they are an exotic species".

Accordingly, we believe that the import of this exotic species into the waters of the National Marine Park violates both the General Law and the management plan of the park itself. 

The Mexican authorities conditioned the granting of the import permits on the permanent confinement of these dolphins; separate from native specimens, and in a management installation preventing their escape into the environment. However, we understand that no disease screening was conducted on these dolphins prior to their arrival in Mexico. We do not believe that a barrier through which water can pass is sufficient to prevent transmission of diseases between the Solomon Islands dolphins and the native specimens held adjacent to them. We are also concerned that sea water or other vectors, such as sea birds, or curious local dolphins who might visit the pens, may channel exotic pathogens, including viral and bacterial pathogens and endoparasites, into the wider marine environment. We also remain concerned about the risk of individuals escaping from their sea pen and causing genetic contamination of local Tursiops truncatus, as we are aware that the two species are recorded to have mated and produced reproductively viable female young
. 

Conclusion

As this letter illustrates, we believe that the recent trade in bottlenose dolphins from the Solomon Islands to Mexico involved violations of both national and international laws. To prevent any more unsustainable and illegal trade in the dolphins captured, and to avoid any further suffering and death we, the undersigned, strongly urge the following:

To the CITES Secretariat:

· Issue a Notification to the Parties not to accept export permits for dolphin species from the Solomon Islands until such time as civil order is restored and a valid, scientifically-based non-detriment finding can be made.
To Mexico:

· Formally revoke the import permits for these specimens and request that the CITES Secretariat notify the Parties of the grounds on which they have been revoked; 

· Invite experts independent of the captivity industry to assess the health of the animals;

· Officially confiscate the dolphins (even if this means that they remain in their current location, they would become the property of the Mexican government and could not be sold, trained or used for any commercial purposes including display); 

· Follow CITES Res. Conf. 10.7 on Disposal of confiscated live specimens of species included in the Appendices. This recommends that: “a Management Authority before making a decision on the disposal of confiscated live specimens of species in the Appendices consult with and obtain the advice of its own Scientific Authority and, if possible, of that of the State of export of the confiscated specimens, and other relevant experts such as IUCN/SSC Specialist Groups”. We urge Mexico to consult with the undersigned ‘relevant experts’.  We note that Mexico has established, in Article 421 of the Penal Code, the right to require the “return of the specimens of threatened or endangered wild flora and fauna to the country of origin, taking into consideration what is established in the treaties and conventions that Mexico is Party to.” Whether Mexico decides to return the dolphins to the Solomon Islands, or keep them in Mexico, we urge the authorities concerned to reclaim the costs involved from the company that imported them; 

· Identify and catalogue, including using humane permanent marking and photo identification, each individual dolphin;
· Meet the commitment to cetacean conservation that Mexico recently demonstrated to the IWC in the form of the ‘Berlin Initiative. This initiative, proposed by Mexico, culminated at the IWC’s 55th Annual meeting in June 2003 in the creation of a Conservation Committee.

To the Solomon Islands:

· Establish as a matter of urgency a programme to release the remaining captive dolphins into the wild, in collaboration with experts from the undersigned groups and independent cetacean veterinary and welfare experts;

· Revoke any outstanding capture and export permits and do not issue any more;

· Accede to CITES;

· Enforce a prohibition on the use of dynamite and other reef-destroying practices to catch fish for the  dolphins;

· Submit an annual National Progress Report to the IWC's Scientific Committee.

To any country considering the import of dolphins captured in the Solomon Islands:

· Recognize that the Solomon Islands is currently unable to issue valid export permits for dolphins captured in its waters;

· Decline any application from your citizens to import dolphins from the Solomon Islands. 

Thank you for your consideration of this letter.

Signed by 
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Sue Fisher, WDCS

On behalf of:

1. Animal Defenders International 

2. Animal Legal Defense Fund (USA)

3. AnimalWatch (Singapore)

4. Animals Asia Foundation (international)

5. Animal Welfare Institute  (USA)

6. American Cetacean Society (USA)

7. Ark Angel (International)

8. ASMS (Marine Mammal Protection), Switzerland

9. Australian Whale Conservation Society (Australia)

10. Australian Conservation Foundation (Australia)

11. Born Free Foundation (international)

12. BlueVoice.org (USA)

13. Captive Animals’ Protection Society (UK)

14. Captive Dolphin Awareness Foundation (USA)

15. Care for the Wild International (international).

16. Center for Biological Diversity, CBD (USA)

17. Centro de Conservacion Cetacea, CCC  (Chile)
18. Cetacea Defence (UK)
19. Cetacean Society International, CSI (international)

20. Co-Habitat (UK)

21. COMARINO   (Mexico)

22. CMMR Leviathan (Chile)

23. Defenders of Wildlife (international)

24. Dolphin Action and Protection Group (South Africa)

25. The Dolphin Project (international)

26. Eastern Caribbean Coalition for Environmental Awareness, ECCEA (Caribbean)

27. Elsa Nature Conservancy (Japan)

28. Environmental Investigation Agency, EIA (international)

29. European Cetacean Bycatch Campaign (Europe)
30. Fundacion Cethus (Argentina)

31. Gesellschaft zur Rettung der Delphin e.V. (Society for Dolphin Conservation) (Germany)

32. Grupo de los Cien Internacional (Mexico)

33. The Humane Society of Canada (International)

34. The Humane Society of the United States, HSUS (USA)

35. Humane Society International (Australia)

36. International Fund for Animal Welfare, IFAW (international)

37. International League for the Protection of Cetaceans (international)

38. International Primate Protection League, IPPL (international)

39. International Wildlife Coalition, IWC (international)

40. Iruka & Kujira (Dolphin & Whale) Action Network (Japan)

41. LegaSeas International (international)

42. The Marine Connection (UK)

43. Nature Trust (Malta)

44. Ocean Defence International (international)

45. Orca Recovery Campaign (USA)

46. Pacific Orca Society / Orcalab (Canada)

47. Philippine Animal Welfare  Society (PAWS)
48. Project Jonah (Australia),
49. Protect Oceans and Dolphins (international)

50. Pro Wildlife (Germany) 

51. Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, RSPCA (UK)

52. Society for Animal Protective Legislation (USA)
53. Society for the Conservation of Marine Mammals, GSM (Denmark)

54. Swiss Cetacean Society (Switzerland)

55. Swiss Coalition for the Protection of Whales, SCPW  (Switzerland)

56. St. Lucia Animal Protection Society, SLAPS (St Lucia)

57. St. Lucia Whale and Dolphin Watching Association, SLWDWA (St Lucia)

58. Third Millennium Foundation (international)

59. Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society, WDCS (international)

60. Whales in Danger (Australia)

61. WildAid (international)

62. World Society for the Protection of Animals, WSPA (international)

63. Zoocheck (Canada)
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Annex 1 

Some Scientific Concerns Re Capture of Dolphins in Soloman Islands

Mike Bossley Ph.D, Marine Environment Institute, South Australia
The recent capture of approximately one hundred and fifty bottlenose dolphins in Soloman Islands may have a significant impact on the local dolphin population.

Studies of bottlenose dolphin populations in other parts of the world indicate that they tend to occupy one of two main life styles: a coastal ecotype; and an open ocean, semi pelagic ecotype. No information is available on which of these groups the captured animals came from but it seems likely that they are coastal animals.

The coastal bottlenose dolphin populations form discrete though permeable communities of between eighty and two hundred animals in almost all studies published to date. The animals comprising these communities show strong site fidelity and most display complex social systems in which are nested durable inter individual relationships. Even if a few animals have escaped capture it is unlikely they will have the social structure necessary to ensure successful reproduction in the short term..If the captured animals are coastal animals this capture will have at best decimated an entire community and at worst essentially wiped it out. Given dolphins are long lived animals with a relatively low birth rate recovery from population crashes will inevitably be slow, perhaps fifty years or more.

The potential for recovery is also impacted by the state of the local marine ecosystem. Again, no good information is available concerning the viability of the local marine ecosystem but it is likely that both terrestrial and marine environmental mismanagement have been occurring. This will decrease further the ability of the dolphin population to recover.

 To the best of my knowledge there have been no studies of the distribution and abundance of dolphins in the Solomans. This means it is impossible to evaluate the overall significance of the removal of these animals and consequent decimation of a single community. If, as seems likely, the total number of bottlenose dolphins in the Solomans is low then the removal of these one hundred and fifty animals may represent a substantial portion of the total population of the country. 

The Indo-Pacific Bottlenose Dolphins, Tursiops aduncus

John Y. Wang, FormosaCetus Research & Conservation Group, Ontario, CANADA

Because of recent studies showing clear genetic (Wang et al., 1999), morphological (Wang et al., 2000a) and osetological (Wang et al., 2000b) differences, the Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops aduncus) finally gained recognition as being a distinct species from the common bottlenose dolphin, Tursiops truncatus.  As a result of the previous confusion in taxonomy, very little is known about the biology of this species because in many studies, information from both species of bottlenose dolphins was combined.  And in studies where the two species were separated, it was unclear whether the species were identified consistently or even accurately because morphological distinction between the two species is not obvious.  Furthermore, because the two species may co-exist and are known to form mixed-species schools at least occasionally in some areas (e.g., the Taiwan Strait) distinguishing the two species maybe even more difficult.

T. aduncus is known to be distributed in coastal waters from South Africa to the Indo-West Pacific region extending from Japan to Australia.  However, it appears that most regions have localized, resident populations.  In areas where this species is well studied and there have been no known recent captures (direct or incidental), local populations only number in the low hundreds (e.g., Shark Bay, Monkey Mia, Australia – roughly about 400 (Connor et al., 2000); Amakusa, western Kyushu, Japan – 218 (Shirakihara et al., 2002); separate populations of Ogasawara (Bonin) and Mikura islands of Japan are likely smaller).  Recently initiated studies of T. aduncus of Papua New Guinea by Ingrid Visser are also revealing that local populations are resident and small.  Individual dolphins are recognizable by distinct nicks and scars on their dorsal fins and are seen consistently year-round indicating that local populations are indeed small and individuals are residents of small areas.  Also growing evidence suggests there is usually very little, if any, exchange of individuals between adjacent populations.  In some areas where there has been a history of heavy exploitation, local populations may only number in the tens (e.g., southern Taiwan, Wang and Yang, 2002) and some may possibly be approaching local extirpation (waters of the west coast of Taiwan).  Because T. aduncus is generally a species of shallow, coastal waters (and often associated with coral or rocky reef areas), it is particularly vulnerable to anthropogenic threats.

Another consequence of the recent acceptance of T. aduncus is that many existing conservation legislation and threatened species lists do not recognize this species separately from T. truncatus.  Under CITES (although not directly recognized by name), the Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin is regulated under Appendix II, meaning that international trade of this species is strictly controlled to prevent trade from endangering the species.

Given the lack of knowledge about this coastal species in most regions in the world and its vulnerability to human activities, research effort to understand this species is needed urgently.  As a coastal species, it was recognized by a panel of marine mammal experts at the SEAMAM II (second international conference on the marine mammals of Southeast Asia held in the Philippines in July 2002 and sponsored by the United Nations Environmental Programme - Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals) as a high priority species to be researched.  Also at this conference, the trade in cetaceans to satisfy the rapidly growing oceanaria industry in Asia was identified as a concern especially for coastal species, which includes the Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin.


The urgency for understanding the biology and status of coastal species (including Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin) in Asian waters was also recognized in the recently published Action Plan of the IUCN Cetacean Specialist Group (compiled by REEVES, 2003). 

With little information about stock structure, population size and the exploitation history of populations, permitting takes for the display industry is very irresponsible as this activity can lead to the direct extirpation of local populations.  Given what is known about this species (especially the small size of local populations and little exchange with other adjacent populations), the capture of 200 T. aduncus (if all these individuals are of this species) from the waters of the Solomon Islands is likely to represent a significant part of the local population and is very concerning.  The impact of such a large removal of animals from the Solomon Islands undoubtedly will have a considerable, long-term, detrimental impact on the local population of this species.  In the absence of any information about the biology and status of this species from the waters of the Solomon Islands, the claim by the Mexican authorities that there is “no reason to block” the trade of these dolphins is in contradiction the fundamental nature of the CITES convention to which Mexico is a signatory nation.

Other notes to consider:

1) This species is preferred by the captive cetacean trade because of its good survivorship in captivity (Reeves et al. 1994), smaller size compared to T. truncatus and its ease of maintenance, training and friendly disposition relative to most other small cetaceans.  Recent captures of this species have occurred for display at the Beijing Aquarium and other Asian countries.

2) The waters of the Solomon Sea and adjacent regions are fished heavily by Taiwanese tuna purse seiners (this area was listed as the main fishing ground for these purse seiners by the OFDC – Overseas Fisheries Development Council of Taiwan –there are 41 tuna purse seiners operating in the waters of Papua New Guinea, which is very close to the Solomon Islands and I would be surprised if these boats were not also fishing in the waters of the Solomons especially given the political unrest there).  
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