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Saba Bank: marine mammals

The Northern Caribbean is a well-known breeding 
and calving ground for North Atlantic humpback 
whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) and considerable 
research effort has focused on the largest aggrega-
tions of whales, off the Silver Bank, north of the 
Dominican Republic during their winter breeding 
and calving season.  

Resident marine mammals in the Caribbean include 
bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops), spinner dolphin 
(Stenella longirostris), Atlantic spotted dolphin 
(Stenella frontalis), short-finned pilot whales 
(Globicephala macrorhynchus) and cuvier’s beaked 
whales (Ziphius cavirostris). Seasonal visitor include 
humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae), com-
mon minke whales (Balaenoptera acutorostrata) and 
sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus). Little is 
known about the seasonal migration and distribution 
of whales and dolphins in the Caribbean as a whole. 

Ecotourism activities in the windward islands in the 
form of whale watching tours has encouraged many 
Caribbean islands that whales are more economically 
valuable to them alive than dead. And whilst hump-
back whale populations worldwide have shown some 
signs of recovery in recent years, concern remains 
about the status of marine mammal populations in 
the Caribbean. 

The Dominican Republic and France were the first 
to establish marine mammal protected areas and in 
September 2015 the Dutch Caribbean Yarari Marine 
Mammal and Shark Sanctuary was declared by minis-
terial decree and which includes the territorial waters 
of Saba and the Saba Bank. 

Marine mammal monitoring is generally conducted 
by aerial surveys and through sighting networks. 
More recently Passive Acoustic Monitoring (PAM) 
noise recorders have been deployed to detect whale 
soundings.  The first MARU noise logger was placed in 
2011 and from 2015 onwards more AMAR noise log-
gers have been deployed including loggers deployed 
by NOAA in Guadeloupe, St Martin and Aruba. Two 
PAM noise loggers were placed on the Saba Bank, 
one on the north eastern tip and the other on the 
south eastern part of the bank. 

Noise loggers detect all ambient noise including noise 
of natural background, produced by tidal current and 
waves, anthropogenic noise from shipping, seismic 
operations and naval sonar. Shipping intensity is high 
in some parts of the Caribbean and this could inter-
fere sound produced by marine mammals and fish. 
Humpback whales and Minke whales, in particular, 
have distinctive vocalizations. Male humpback whales 
“sing” and Minke whales produce calls or pulse trains.
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From December 2011 to April 2012 the distinct 
continuous acoustic presence of Humpback whales 
was detected around the Saba Bank demonstrating 
consistent use of the Saba Bank during their winter 
breeding season. There was a general increase in 
song positive hours at the end of December, which 
peaked in February and tailed off towards the end 
of April. From February to April whale song was 
recorded 89% of the time.

The occasional presence of minke whales was also 
detected with most pulse trains were recorded from 
February through to April 2012. Acoustic loggers 
also picked up distinctive vocalizations by grouper, 
squirrelfish and damselfish. 

This work not only highlights the feasibility of using 
passive acoustic monitoring to record the pres-
ence of marine mammals in otherwise remote and 
understudied areas but also opens the door to the 
tracking of migration routes and first estimates of 
marine mammal densities in the region. 

This news item is based on a presentation given by 
Dick de Haan (WUR) at the Saba bank symposium.
https://www.wur.nl/upload_mm/3/b/1/943f3a6e-8d0a-45db-
acfb-c632deaee6d0_9.de_Haan_SabaBankSymposium2016.pdf
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What have we learned from 
the past 5 years: 

Marine mammals
There are at least 9 species that are regularly 
observed over the Saba Bank. Presence and 
temporal aspects of whale migration are being 
studied using passive acoustic monitoring as 
part of regional acoustic monitoring network 
together with the USA and France. Our results 
indicate intensive use by Humpback whales dur-
ing the winter calving season as well as regular 
winter presence of the Minke whale. 
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