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DOLPHINS
CONTINUED FROM 1

umented the resident dolplins, o
precursor to studying thear health
As predators at the top ol the
marine food chamn, dolphins are
the lirst to show signs of environ
mental change.

Chances are, if they'te healthy,
so is the ocean.

*Everything that's in the bay 1s
?etling into them,” Ahuja saidl

They indicate the overall health
ol thd bay.”

Bearzi and her husband,
Charles Saylan, the projed’s exec-
utive director, informally began
surveying the dolphin population
in the Santa Monica Bay hy sail-
boat in 1995. When she inguired of
area researchers and lederal and
state agencies about the dolphin
population, Bearzi hit a void.

*Alter that, | realized there was
just limited information on dol-
phins and [ came up with the idea
to do a research project,” she said.

Bearzi began distinguishing
the local “resident” dolphins from
the visitors in 1996 by pho-
tographing the dursal lins of the
animals, which bear distinclive

seants e Lo dentily imdiedoals

S months Tates, e conpale
Bovght o motorhoat and organized
wanne biology student volunlecis
o bl withe the wesearch. Ealy
this  year, Bearzi and  Saylan
tonmmed e nonproht qronp Ocean
Conservancy Sociely to fond the
LA Dalphin Project

The project, which costs abont
$10,000 o year o mn, has sur-
vived on sl grants home the
Amencan Cetacean Sociely and
donations from individuals and
sl businesses. About 10 guali-
fied volunteers take tuins work-
ing on the boat each week.

Using this research o eatn o
doclotate degres from UCLA,
Beazi has bogun (o match the
9,000 pholos she's taken sinee
June 1996, 108 a standard starling
point for dolphin research that
“an ltlki_’ Yl.’lllﬁ to ('l)ll]llll'll'

Beazi hopes to complete l
suvey within two years and then
test the physical health of the am
mals.

“The idea is o assess then
health visually gnd through biop-
sy - withoul capluning or hann-
ing them - just taking a sevateh
of demmal layer 0 assess then
health for pesticides, toxins . and
miateh the DNA to find out whose
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DID YOU KNOW?

* Dol‘)him feed on small fish,
typically trout, and often live
no farther than a hnlle or two
off the coast.

4 Dolphins can reproduce
after age 10 and can live as
long as 50 years,

+ Dolphins usually travel In
groups that vary In size from
three to schools as large as
1,000.

4+ Generally, bottlenose dol-
phins stay in warm waters,
but they acclimate easl
developing a layer of

for cold waters.

+ Bottlenose dolghins swim
faster than our best Olympic
swimimers — about two
meters per second during
long distances and about six
meters per second when
sprinting.

telated 1o whom,* Ahuja said

For now, however, the crew is
jnst obsciving the cetaceans.
They never touch or swim with
them  Bearzi snaps several pic-
tures of each dolphin and then the

CIeW INOVEs on.
“We don't want to interlere with
their behavior,” Bearzi sand. “If
they slart to be scared of the boal,
we'll have a real big problem.”

Apparently, the dolphins know
how to rid themselves of the
paparazzi.

“If we start getting a lot of tail
slaps or aggressive behavior to
indicate they're annoyed, we
leave,” Bachman said.

It's common for the social ani-
mals lo swim with Bearzi's boal.
Somelimes, the crew will lind a
few dolphins playing catch with a
jellyfish.

“They always try lo make a liv-
ing the easiest way they can,”
said Terrie Williams, a UC Santa
Cruz dolphin expert. “They're
just like humans.*

Bearzi has spent 10 years
studying dolphins and sea turtles,
including research with the
Tetays Institute in Milan, ltaly,
and six years in the Yucatan
Peninsula in Mexico before mov-
ing to Los Angeles in 1995.

‘This year she has recruited Ahu-
ja, an educator at the UCLA Ocean
Discovery Cenler, and students
Bachman and Wan lo meel weekly
for their 22-mile tnps from Marina
del Rey to Point Dume and back.

Although she and her crew are
still compiling data, Bearzi has
found that the most common
species in the Santa Monica Bay
are (he bottlenose dolphin,
which appear year-round; the
pacilic white-sided dolphin, gen-
erally a winter guest; the common
dolphin and Risso’s dolphin.

Bottlenose dolphins have been
studied extensively.

Randy Wells, considered a
world authority on dolphin re-
search, has studied the Sarasota
Bay population for about 30 years.
Other well-known sludies are
laking place in the Bahamas, San-
ta Barbara, Santa Cruz, San
Diego and Wilmington, N.C. In
Europe, dolphin research is under
way along the coast of Croatia
and Greece.

The Santa Monica Bay may
have been overlooked for study
because other research projects
covered the populations moving
along the California coasl,
according UC Sanla Cruz's
Williamms. A very mobile animal,
dolphins are among the most dif-
ficult marine mammals lo study.

The Southwest Fishery Center
in La Jolla and other agencies
monitor regional dolphin popula-
tions. But local studies are vilal in

areas il as Santa Momca Bay
that ane prone to pollation

Research can gange the env
wommental hazards  cansed by
hnans and e Jevel ol dangen
they prosee Lo e Domman and wild-
lifer popualation, said Charles Wod-
honse, curaton of the Santa Barbara
Natural Mosewm of History

“These dolplins cover huin-
dieds of niles  and the presence
ot absence ol animals . could be
a lunchon ol man's activily,”
Woodhouse said

Dolphins olten have a broad
area ol residency called a "home
range” that can span as far as
1,000 mnles, sad East Coast dol-
phin expert Bill MeLellan. Conse-
quently, wesidency can lake years
to estahilish

McLellan and lis team ol
tescarchers with the Umversity ol
North Carolina al. Wilmington
have spent the last eight years
studying dolphins that move trom
Florida to New Jersey. But they
still don’t have o solid estimate of
the dolphin population.

Bearzi knows she's in lor a
long-tetm project, saying, “You
need to study this animal o
many years.”



