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Hopeful News for Pakistan’s
Indus River Dolphin
Scientist Hamera Aisha and
her team made a welcome
discovery this past spring
while on an expedition to
study the Indus River dolphin
in Pakistan.
Their study, supported in part
by the Marine Conservation
Action Fund (MCAF),
suggests the number of
endangered dolphins has
continued to increase since
surveys began in 2001
and some areas where the
population had been stable
also now show an increase.
This is very good news for
this endangered species that
faces numerous threats to its
survival. The Indus River
dolphins’ habitat has been
reduced to only one-fifth of
its historic range due to the
construction of barrages (gated
dams) across the river. These
dams, which divert water for
irrigation, not only fragment
the dolphins’ habitat, but
dolphins can become stranded
and die in irrigation canals,
particularly during the lowflow season. An increase
in fishing pressure has also
caused a rise in dolphin deaths
from entanglement in fishing
gear in the last five years.
Estimating the size of the
remaining population of Indus
River dolphins is of great
importance to evaluate the
effectiveness of conservation
and management initiatives.
This is why World Wide
Fund for Nature-Pakistan
(WWF-Pakistan) conducts
survey expeditions every

five years to monitor the
dolphin population. Early
expeditions were pioneered
by MCAF grantee Dr. Gill
Braulik, who provided training
to the WWF-Pakistan team.
Now, the team leads the surveys
with continued technical
support from Dr. Braulik.
The fourth expedition was held
last March and April. Each
day, the team, led by Aisha,
travelled down the river in
rowing boats from dawn until
dusk. At first, team members
were able to see the dolphins in
groups of two or three. As they
got closer to the dolphins’ core
habitat, there were aggregations
of as many as 30 individuals.
The team was heartened to see
the apparent increase in the
number of dolphins.
“Despite the great news of the
increase in number of dolphins,
we also have a number of
unsolved questions as to why

The Indus dolphin, locally known as
the bhulan (pronounced bhull-an), is an
endangered freshwater dolphin found
only in the Indus River in Pakistan.
These dolphins are very different from
their marine cousins, as they are brown,
blind, and have a very long rostrum, or
beak. Their poor vision has evolved as
a natural outcome to living in murky
water. Photo: WWF-Pakistan

the population is going up,”
Aisha noted. “These questions
will be answered through
careful research that will help
us understand more about
the complex relationship of
these majestic dolphins with
the mighty Indus River. This
will give us another reason
to go back to the Indus River
over and over again as deep
in our hearts somewhere we
Continued on page 2

The fourth comprehensive Indus River dolphin expedition covered three sections
of the Indus River with the greatest abundance of dolphins (Chashma to Sukkur
barrages) and included a team of 20 that travelled in four boats. Photo: WWF-Pakistan

Hopeful News
Continued from page 1

now belong to the Indus River
in the same way as the Indus
dolphins do now.”
To read Hamera Aisha’s full blog
post on the survey visit blogs at
andersoncabotcenterforoceanlife.org.

The survey was led by scientist
Hamera Aisha of WWF-Pakistan
(center) and received technical
support from adviser Dr. Gill Braulik
(right). At left is WWF-Pakistan intern
Ana Farooq. Photo: Gill Braulik
“One of the best things
about this survey was the
passion of the researchers
and the amazing team spirit.
Although the work was hard
and the weather hot, we are
all driven by the passion of
conserving dolphins. The
team’s excitement whenever
they spotted a dolphin was
always the same as it was on
the very ﬁrst day even after
weeks of travelling through
harsh ﬁeld conditions in the
remote regions in the Indus
River. The magical beauty of
these majestic creatures and
the way they share the Indus
River with humans and other
biodiversity in peace make
them a symbol of love and
respect for those that live
along the Indus River.”

— Hamera Aisha

Saving the Last Sawﬁshes in Mexico
The Marine Conservation
Action Fund (MCAF) has
helped support the efforts of
Dr. Ramón Bonfil to find the
last remaining sawfishes in
Mexico using cutting-edge
technology. Dr. Bonfil shares
the results of his team’s
recent surveys.

Last July, a team of scientists
from Océanos Vivientes
AC finished its fourth field
expedition to search for
critically endangered sawfishes
in Mexico. The smalltooth
sawfish (Pristis pectinata) and
largetooth sawfish (Pristis
pristis) used to be widespread
and abundant in Mexican
waters of the Gulf of Mexico
and Caribbean 50 years ago,
but the growth of coastal
fisheries and human coastal
development since the 1970s
brought their local populations
to the brink of extinction.
Since 2015, Dr. Ramón
Bonfi l, Executive Director of
Océanos Vivientes AC, and
his team of scientists have
been trying to determine
the fate of these two species
in Mexican waters. With
the help of the Marine
Conservation Action Fund,
the Mexican Government
(CONANP), and the Save
Our Seas Foundation, they
are searching for the last
living sawfishes in areas where
they used to be abundant as
well as in places where there
is still relatively untouched

sawfish habitat. The team of
scientists uses fishing nets
and fishing lines to try to
catch the sawfishes, as well as
drones to try to locate them
from the air in areas where
the water is transparent (such
as in the Caribbean coast in
Quintana Roo). But the main
hope for finding these elusive
and unusual creatures is a
cutting-edge technique known
as environmental DNA, or
eDNA for short.
All living creatures constantly
lose cells and tissue to the
environment; simply by
showering, we are shedding
cells. Fish shed cells into the
water column via skin loss,
mucus, urine, feces, sperm,
and eggs. By taking water
samples from an estuary or bay
and matching the DNA that
remains in the water with that
known for the target species,
we can determine what species
live there and sometimes their
relative abundances.
Their most recent field trip
covered two large Marine
Protected Areas off the coast
of Campeche, Términos
Lagoon, and the Biosphere
Reserve of Los Petenes.

located spotted eagle rays
(Aetobatus narinari), Caribbean
whiptail stingrays (Styracura
schmardae), and lemon sharks
(Negaprion brevirostris), thus
validating the use of drones for
locating elasmobranchs in clear,
shallow waters. The results from
the eDNA in Tecolutla, the first
surveyed site, have shown that
sawfishes were in the area in
the recent past. This is exciting
news and gives the team hope
that when all the eDNA samples
taken in the four field trips are
analyzed, more evidence about
the existence of the last sawfishes
in Mexico will be unveiled.
Océanos Vivientes AC plans to
continue surveying most of the
Mexican coast of the Gulf of
Mexico and Caribbean as well
as the Pacific coast from Sinaloa
to Chiapas over the next few
years. It is a long coastline, and
Océanos Vivientes AC is the
only team involved in this type of
research. So stay tuned for more
exciting news about sawfishes.
Read Bonﬁl’s full blog at
andersoncabotcenterforoceanlife.org.

So far, none of the
fishing gear or the
drone fl ights has
produced evidence
of live sawfishes.
However, during
surveys in Bahia de la
Ascension, scientists

Dr. Ramón Bonﬁl holds a water
sample that will be tested for the
presence of sawﬁsh eDNA.
Photo: Océanos Vivientes AC

The canals in northern Bahia de Chetumal are one of the areas surveyed
by Dr. Ramón Bonﬁl and his team. Photo credit: Ramón Bonfil.
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Flurry of Activity
Full Schedule and Blizzard Highlight MCAF Fellow
Daniel Fernando’s Boston Visit
The Marine Conservation Action Fund (MCAF) Ocean
Conservation Fellows Program* brings ocean conservation
leaders from around the world to the New England Aquarium,
where they exchange ideas with Aquarium educators and
Anderson Cabot Center for Ocean Life scientists, share their
work with the public, and inspire and empower the next
generation of ocean protectors. MCAF Fellow and shark
and ray scientist Daniel Fernando, Associate Director of the
Manta Trust and Founder of Blue Resources Trust, shares
his experiences from his
March 2017 fellowship week
at the Aquarium.

It was a week of snowstorms
and sunshine for my Marine
Conservation Action Fund
(MCAF) Fellowship at the
New England Aquarium in
Boston this past March.
The Aquarium’s MCAF
program has been supporting
my work in Sri Lanka since
2012, and this offer to become
a Fellow was an incredible
honor and opportunity. The
MCAF grant I received in
2012 enabled me to establish
a significant proportion of
my fisheries research, which
has brought me to where I
am today. I had also been
given the chance to visit the
Aquarium two times prior to
this Fellowship, something
that I appreciate as it not only
helped build up my skills and
contacts with the Aquarium,
but also demonstrates the
long-term commitment that
MCAF has with its grantees.
From the moment I touched
down in Boston, I had a jampacked schedule awaiting me.
On top of that, nature had
something of its own lined up.
I was informed that a blizzard
was to hit the city on the
second day of my Fellowship.
After my first day of events,
my Aquarium colleagues
advised me to stock up on
rations (I opted for chocolate)
and stay in my hotel room.
So I was prepared for a snow
day. The following day was
certainly very cold. While

Daniel Fernando, center, poses with Goddard Scholars Academy students from the
Sullivan Middle School.

Daniel Fernando presents a
slide of a devil ray on the big
screen in the Simons IMAX®
Theatre.

the blizzard was not as
extreme as anticipated,
it was a nice contrast to
the heat I had left in
Sri Lanka.
Over the next days, as
the weather got sunnier
and warmer, I was busy
giving a series of lectures for
both the general public and
Aquarium staff, participating
in networking meetings to
help identify solutions and
potential collaborators for
projects in Sri Lanka, and
ending my week with a visit to
the Boston Seafood Expo. Out
of all these exciting events, the
two that stood out most were
the talks I gave to students at
the Sullivan Middle School in
Worcester and to the Marine
Biologist in Training teens.
The questions I received
validate the importance of
educating future generations
as they contemplate issues
from a completely different
and fresh perspective than

One of the many student letters, poems, and artwork
Daniel received from the students at the Goddard Scholars
Academy at the Sullivan Middle School in Worcester.

adult audiences. A few weeks
after I returned home, I was
rewarded with wonderful
drawings and poems from
the students at Sullivan
Middle School.
This Fellowship has helped
broaden my experience in
adapting my talks for various
audiences, provided me with
a wealth of knowledge to
expand existing projects and
begin new ones in Sri Lanka,
and presented me with the
opportunity to make a lot
of new friends. I cannot say

how grateful I am to all the
staff at both MCAF and
the Aquarium, and all the
participants at my lectures
for this wonderful experience.

*The MCAF Fellows program and
the printing of this newsletter are
supported in part by the Institute
of Museum and Library Services,
grant number MA-10-15-0258-15.
The contents and views of this
post do not necessarily represent
those of the Institute of Museum
and Library Services.
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MCAF Fellows Share Research
on Manatees, Sea Turtles
with Campers
respectively, and
advocate tirelessly
for their protection.
In 2014, they launched
a marine animal stranding
The campers donned the custom-made
network in Senegal to document the
manatee costume and made their way
troubling numbers of turtles and marine
through an obstacle course full of plastic
mammals washing up dead on Senegal’s
shores due to
“The most important thing
entanglement
in fishing
is helping kids care about
gear. Lucy
these animals.
and Tomas
Because when you care,
plan to use
that is where
this data
everything begins.”
to push for
conservation
— Tomas Diagne, MCAF Fellow
measures,
A camper speaks with MCAF Fellow and
turtle scientist Tomas Diagne.
which they told the campers will require
a lot of persistence and perseverance.
trash, fishing nets, and hunters, which
They noted, however, that they are
represent the many threats faced by
the most hopeful when working with
the endangered African manatee. The
youth. Whether sharing their work with
campers were taking part in an activity
campers at the New England Aquarium
presented by visiting New England
or children in West Africa, Lucy and
Aquarium Marine Conservation Action
Tomas know that inspiring youth to
Fund (MCAF) Fellows Lucy Keithcare about the fate of these animals is a
Diagne, Ph.D., and Tomas Diagne.
powerful way to ensure a brighter future
for these species.
Based in Senegal, Lucy and Tomas
study African manatees and sea turtles,
This past August, participants in the
New England Aquarium’s Harbor
Discoveries summer camp eagerly lined
up for their chance to become a manatee.

Aquarium Lecture
Part of the Aquarium’s Free Evening Lecture Series

Conservation of
Scalloped Hammerhead Sharks
in Costa Rica
Andrés López
co-founder of Misión Tiburón and
New England Aquarium
Marine Conservation Action Fund Fellow

Enrique Uribe
Board Member and Sustainability Manager,
Misión Tiburón

Thursday, November 2
Simons IMAX®Theatre, New England Aquarium
7 p.m.

Inset: MCAF Fellow and manatee scientist Lucy
Keith-Diagne helps a camper become a manatee.
Above: A camper dressed as a manatee negotiates
an obstacle course of items representing the many
threats facing these animals in the wild.

The scalloped hammerhead shark is an endangered species threatened by
overfishing, bycatch, and the shark fin trade. Scientist Andrés López and
his partner, Ilena Zanella, founded Misión Tiburón (Shark Mission) in Costa
Rica to study and protect these charismatic animals. Through their years
of research and tagging studies, they have identified the sharks’ critical
nursery habitats and helped to enact national and international conservation
measures, including Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) listings,
to better protect these animals.
This work was supported in part by the
New England Aquarium’s Marine Conservation
Action Fund (MCAF). López and Zanella
have also engaged fishermen, communities,
government officials, and schoolchildren in their
conservation efforts, growing a vital and broad
base of support for the sharks.
Join us to hear MCAF Fellow Andrés López and
his colleague Enrique Uribe speak about Misión Tiburón’s comprehensive
approach to shark conservation in Costa Rica and their efforts to promote
a shark sanctuary in Golfo Dulce, a critical nursery habitat on the country’s
Pacific coast.

Register at neaq.org/AquariumLectures

The Aquarium Lecture Series is presented free to the public through the generosity of the Lowell Institute.
Please register in advance at neaq.org/AquariumLectures.
350/10-17/Alpha

