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Module 3: Searching for Solutions
Save the Vaquita 9-12 Curriculum

The Race to Save A Species:

A number of conservation efforts have been 
made in recent years to address the precarious 
fate of the Vaquita and its habitat. The Comité 
Internacional para la Recuperación de la Vaquita 
(the International Committee for the Recovery of 
the Vaquita), known as CIRVA, uses scientific sur-
veys and interviews with local fishermen to track 
changes in the Vaquita population. After the 5th 
meeting of CIRVA in 2014 resulted in the realiza-
tion that the Vaquita population had declined far 
more rapidly than expected, they made a num-
ber of recommendations for saving this unique 
species. Their number one recommendation was 

that the Mexican Government ban all fishing using gillnets in Vaquita habitat. Equally im-
portant would be the enforcement of this ban by Mexican officials patrolling the area and 
ensuring fishermen are not using gillnets. CIRVA also recommended that efforts be made to 
introduce alternatives to gillnet fishing in the communities, which would be most impacted 
by the gillnet ban.

Vaquita range map:

The vaquita occupies a very limited range 
in the upper part of the Gulf of California between 

Baja California and the eastern part of Mexico. 
This strip of water is technically part of the Pacific 

Ocean, but the vaquita never leave this area.
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In response to these recom-
mendations, the Mexican 
government approved a 
two-year emergency gillnet 
ban beginning in 2015, which 
provides compensation to 
fishermen and related indus-
tries and supports increased 
enforcement efforts. Unfor-
tunately, when CIRVA met 
again in 2016 to review pre-
liminary results of these ac-
tions, they found that while 
the gillnet ban appeared to 
be largely effective during 
the busiest fishing season, 
at least three Vaquita had 
been found dead from gill-
net entanglement in the last year. They also found extensive evidence of illegal fishing for 
totoaba. Although Mexico has made efforts for the Vaquita, they still do not have the re-
sources necessary to enforce the fishing restrictions that will save the species. 

Recognizing that without emergency efforts the Vaquita will soon go extinct, an international 
group of scientists and experts met in Fall 2017 to take dramatic steps to save this species. 
The project, which has been dubbed VaquitaCPR, involved locating, rescuing and then 
temporarily relocating the Vaquitas to an ocean sanctuary off the coast of San Felipe, 
Mexico. Once the primary threat to their survival – gillnetting – had been eliminated, the 
Vaquitas would be returned to their natural habitat. Experts from Mexico, the United States, 
Denmark, the Netherlands, Canada, Hong Kong and the United Kingdom worked together 
to ensure the health and welfare of these animals. 

Unfortunately, the VaquitaCPR program was suspended for review in early November 2017 
when one of the captured porpoises died and others showed signs of stress (see the 
Supplemental Information packet for more on this topic). 

If these rescue efforts fail, what else can be done to save the Vaquita? There could still be 
hope. Few people know about this tiny, rare porpoise; spreading the word could help create 
awareness and empathy for this species which could translate to more social pressure being 
put on governments to act. Making sustainable seafood choices when shopping or eating
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at restaurants could also help, by creating less demand for species which are caught 
using more damaging methods (such as gillnets). Supporting people who live in the area 
and need a strong economy to survive is also crucial. Making Baja California a thriving tour-
ism destination could offer an alternative to fishing, and create an incentive for directing 
resources to conservation efforts, while allowing tourists to view the Vaquita and other 
marine life. Enlisting scientists, local community members, the government, and others for 
enforcement efforts could help ensure that illegal fishing practices like gillnetting and 
totoaba poaching are stopped.
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Watch with your class:
Oceanscape Explorer

The premiere edition 
of the Oceanscape 

Network’s video news 
magazine, Oceanscape 

Explorer, tackles the 
complicated issue of 
vaquita conservation. 

Join Youth 
Correspondents Russell, 

Josh and Jeremy 
(pictured right) as they 
explore the concept
 behind 2017’s “Year 
of the Vaquita” and 

demonstrate how 
endangered animals 

can be found in 
everyone’s community. 

The boys then visit an 
Oregon restaurant and 
discover how choosing 

your seafood wisely 
can help not only the 

vaquita, but all marine 
life. The news magazine
is free and can be used

to help stimulate 
classroom discussion on 

this topic.

View and download this 
video news magazine: 
http://ow.ly/h8Oj30h0AhT

Suggested discussion questions for the teacher to share with 
students after viewing the video: 

•Even if you don’t live anywhere near the vaquita’s habitat, 
why is the loss of this species still important? 

•Can you think of three ways the Western pond turtle and the 
vaquita are similarly vulnerable to extinction? (Habitat loss, 
they are specialist species, slow reproduction, etc.)

•What species live in your area that are classified as either 
“threatened” or “endangered?” If you don’t know, how could 
you find out? How might you help these species? 

•Can you name three places where you eat or purchase 
seafood? Do you know if any of them use sustainably caught 
species? How might you find out? 

•Name two ways you can influence a restaurant or grocery 
store to carry only sustainably caught seafood. 

•If current efforts to save the vaquita are not successful and 
the species is declared extinct, what conservation lessons can 
we still learn from this failure? 

http://ow.ly/h8Oj30h0AhT
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Student Exercise: Generating Solutions to Save the Vaquita

While scientists hope that emergency efforts to temporarily relocate the last surviving 
Vaquita will be successful, the long-term survival of this species is dependent upon people 
making serious changes to the way that ocean resources are managed in Mexico – and 
beyond. Your task is to come up with one idea that could help protect this vulnerable 
species. Your solution can be anything – an invention, a social program, a new law or regu-
lation, just to name a few examples. However, it must take into account all you have learned 
about the Vaquita as a species and the natural and cultural settings in which it lives. Your 
solution should recognize the unique aspects of Vaquita behavior, as well as the social 
dimensions of coastal Mexico. 

To help you get started, review the materials provided in the Year of the Vaquita Modules 1 
and 2, located at http://ow.ly/cHeG30gttHu. Use the links provided below to do some back-
ground research. Then, use the SMART Goals Worksheet to begin to devise your solution:

SMART goals are Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, and Timely

S = Specific: Do you know exactly what you want to accomplish with all the details?
Goals must be well defined. They must be clear and unambiguous. . (EXAMPLE: Our goal is to 
educate the people of the Gulf of Mexico about sustainable fishing practices through verbal 
and written outreach.) Write your specific idea here:
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M = Measurable: Can you quantify your progress so you can track it? How will you know 
when you reach your goal?

Define specific criteria to measure and keep track of your progress toward the accomplish-
ment of your solution. (EXAMPLE: We will reach 80% of the local fishing population):
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A = Attainable: Is your goal a challenge but still possible to achieve?

Goals must be achievable. The best goals require you to stretch a bit to achieve them but 
they are not impossible to achieve. Record the resources you have available to help make 
your solution achievable. (EXAMPLE: We will use the local fishing organization and catch
records to identify and contact fishermen):
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R = Realistic and Relevant: Is your goal realistic and within reach? Are there people or 
organizations willing to commit to your goal?

Your goal must be consistent with other goals established and fit with existing immediate and 
long-term plans for the Vaquita. Explain why you believe your idea is realistic and relevant. 
(EXAMPLE: Fishermen have participated in Vaquita-related education programs in the past 
and have expressed interest in expanding their capacity to protect this species):
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T = Time Bound: Does your goal have a deadline?

Goals must have a clearly defined time frame including a starting date and a target date. 
Note these dates, as well as any additional deadlines throughout your planning process, 
here. (EXAMPLE: The outreach program will take 6 months, followed by a three-month break 
for fishing season, after which we will interview participants, for a one-year total project 
time):

Now that you have your SMART Goals, it’s time to start generating solutions to save the 
Vaquita! Create materials that represent your solution. This could be a small-scale model, an 
informational brochure, a website, etc. Make these products professional-looking, imagining 
that you would be using them to propose your idea to scientists, the community, the 
government, or whomever your audience might be.



Resources: 

News Release: Scientists Begin Bold Conservation Effort to Save the Vaquita Porpoise from 
Extinction in Mexico: http://ow.ly/JW6j30gtuYl

VaquitaCPR.org: https://www.vaquitacpr.org/

Follow the rescue efforts on social media: Twitter (www.twitter.com/vaquitacpr), Facebook 
(www.facebook.com/VaquitaCPR) and Instagram (www.instagram.com/vaquitacpr)

Teacher’s Notes for Generating Solutions to Save the Vaquita:

You may choose to have students work independently, in pairs, or in small groups on this proj-
ect. The explanation for this project was left deliberately open-ended to allow for students 
to generate their own ideas and encourage independent thinking; use your own judgment 
concerning how much guidance your students need. If more support is needed, use the in-
formation and resources provided in Year of the Vaquita Modules 1 and 2 to review existing 
knowledge and research new ideas. 

Plentiful work time should be provided to allow students to generate solutions that are realis-
tic and well-formed. This needs to include time for students to do background research, time 
for them to brainstorm ideas, and time for them to create products representing their ideas. 
Depending on your students, this could be anywhere between 1-2 weeks or more.

Final products should be dependent on the solutions themselves and how you wish to assess 
them. Here are just a few ideas:

•If students are creating an invention or tool, they can create a small-scale model of this tool

•If students want to do an outreach campaign, have them create materials they could use 
to educate others, such as brochures, a website, etc.

•If students wish to enact a new law or regulation, have them use existing regulations as a 
template to draft a professional proposal.
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While the goal of this exercise is to create ideas and products that are realistic and relevant 
to the issue, the most important thing is that students have the opportunity to think creatively 
and generate innovative solutions. Encourage them to think outside the box and consider 
both the ecological and social ramifications of their actions. The Vaquitas’ situation is dire – 
while you can discuss potential challenges to their solutions, there are no “wrong ideas”!
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Alignment to Standards:

Next Generation Science Standards 

HS-LS2-7. Design, evaluate, and refine a solution for reducing the impacts of human activities 
on the environment and biodiversity.

HS-LS4-6. Create or revise a simulation to test a solution to mitigate adverse impacts of hu-
man activity on biodiversity. 

HS-ESS3-4. Evaluate or refine a technological solution that reduces impacts of human activi-
ties on natural systems.

HS-ETS1-2. Design a solution to a complex real-world problem by breaking it down into small-
er, more manageable problems that can be solved through engineering.

HS-ETS1-3. Evaluate a solution to a complex real-world problems based on prioritized criteria 
and tradeoffs that account for a range of constraints, including cost, safety, reliability, and 
aesthetics, as well as possible social, cultural, and environmental impacts.

Ocean Literacy Principles

Principle 6.b. From the ocean we get foods, medicines, and mineral and energy resources. In 
addition, it provides jobs, supports our nation’s economy, serves as a highway for transporta-
tion of goods and people, and plays a role in national security.

Principle 6.e. Humans affect the ocean in a variety of ways. Laws, regulations and resource 
management affect what is taken out and put into the ocean. Human development and 
activity leads to pollution (point source, non-point source, and noise pollution) and physical 
modifications (changes to beaches, shores and rivers). In addition, humans have removed 
most of the large vertebrates from the ocean.

Principle 6.g. Everyone is responsible for caring for the ocean. The ocean sustains life on Earth 
and humans must live in ways that sustain the ocean. Individual and collective actions are 
needed to effectively manage ocean resources for all.


