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Vaquita capture plan suspended, but efforts to save species continue
by Sandra Dribble, San Diego Union-Tribune, November 9, 2017

A daring and high-risk plan to prevent the extinction of Mexico’s vaquita porpoise by 
capturing the animals and holding them under human care has been suspended following 
the death of an adult female last weekend.

“We knew from the beginning that this was one of the risks,” said Lorenzo Rojas Bracho, the 
Mexican government scientist overseeing an international team working for the past few 
weeks in Mexico’s Gulf of California off the coast of San Felipe. “But we were sure that if we 
did not do anything, they would disappear.”

Spearheaded by Mexico’s federal environmental secretariat, SEMARNAT, the month-long 
operation known as VaquitaCPR marked an unprecedented effort to capture these 
animals--with the aim of repopulating the species. It involved an international team of more 
than five dozen experts that included some of the world’s top marine mammal scientists, 
veterinarians and technicians.

VaquitaCPR’s proponents said that although the outcome was uncertain, removing vaquitas 
from the wild was a necessary attempt to protect the porpoises from becoming ensnared 
and drowning in illegal gillnets set to catch totoaba fish. Fewer than 30 vaquita individuals 
are believed to currently survive. Known as ex-situ conservation, the approach has been 
successful in repopulating other species in danger of extinction such as the California 
condor.

The expedition’s first capture, a female calf, was quickly released on Oct. 18 after she 
showed signs of stress. On Saturday, at about 5 p.m., the team caught a second vaquita —
and at first the experts saw no signs of trouble.

Frances Gulland, VaquitaCPR’s lead veterinarian, said the animal at first “seemed very 
calm,” after she was caught by a group of Danish capture specialists. The vaquita, an adult 
female who was neither pregnant nor lactating, remained calm as she was transported to a 
sea pen off the coast of San Felipe.

Gulland said the animal initially looked like she was adapting to the enclosure. “She seemed 
to be recognizing the sides and her swimming began to slow down,” said Gulland, who is 
senior scientist with the Marine Mammal Center in Sausalito and a member of the U.S. Marine 
Mammal Commission. “But after about an hour in the pen, she really slowed down and went 
rather limp.”
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At about 7 p.m., the veterinarians made the decision to release her back into the open 
water. “She took off at an incredibly fast, panicked-type swim on the surface of the water, 
Gulland said. “She appeared almost like a flying fish.”

But with the same speed that she swam away, the vaquita suddenly turned back toward 
the pen. “She would have hit it, so three people jumped into the water, and as they held her 
they said, ‘Oh my goodness, she’s not breathing’,” Gulland recalled in a telephone inter-
view. Despite extensive efforts to revive the vaquita by Gulland and other members of the 
veterinary team, the animal twice went into cardiac arrest, and was pronounced dead at 
about 10:30 p.m.

Gulland said the cause of the animal’s death won’t be determined until test results are avail-
able later this month, but the assumption is that she died of stress. “It wasn’t that we did any-
thing wrong with the process, we followed protocol,” Rojas Bracho said.

The VaquitaCPR operation formally ends Friday. For the expedition’s final days, the scientists 
have returned to the water, photographing the dorsal fins of vaquitas on the open water for 
identification and conservation purposes.

Any decisions on how to proceed will come after a scientific review panels goes the Vaqui-
taCPR operation and the full necropsy results—a standard scientific procedure.

In the meantime, Rojas Bracho said ongoing efforts to track the animals through underwa-
ter acoustic devices will continue, as will programs to remove derelict nets that ensnare the 
vaquitas and cause them to drown.

Notoriously shy, vaquitas exist only in the Upper Gulf of California. The world’s smallest ceta-
cean and most endangered marine mammal, they grow to about five feet and 120 pounds, 
and are characterized by dark rings around their eyes and mouth.

Considered critically endangered, the species has been at the center of a broader series 
of problems in the Upper Gulf that involve over-fishing, corruption, organized crime, and the 
struggle of fishing communities to survive.

Despite a gillnet ban ordered in 2015 by the Mexican federal government as a measure to 
protect the vaquita, poaching has been rampant in the region. Scientists say the population 
has fallen precipitously as the animals are caught in illegal nets set by poachers to catch 
another endangered species endemic to the region, the giant totoaba fish.
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Demand in Asia for the totoaba’s swim bladder by consumers who believe in its medicinal 
properties has been fueling the illegal fishing. The situation with totoaba trafficking “is a very 
complex situation,” Rojas Bracho said. “When you have a totoaba swim bladder that is more 
expensive than cocaine, nobody will stop totoaba fishing.” Even though the spotlight is now 
on Mexico Upper Gulf, illegal fishing has proven difficult to stop, no matter where you are in 
the world, he said.

Disappointed by the outcome of the capture effort, Rojas Bracho and Gulland said they 
have no regrets and will continue to search and press for ways to save the species—includ-
ing enforcement efforts and coming up with alternative sustainable fishing gear for local 
fishermen.

“The scientist in me said, ‘We had to try this,’” Gulland said. “And now we know that it’s not 
an option, we have to go back to focusing on the nets. But everything that’s been done so 
far hasn’t been enough to stop the nets.”

The VaquitaCPR operation was backed by numerous organizations, and key collaborators 
included the San Diego-based National Marine Mammal Foundation, the Marine Mammal 
Center in Sausalito and the Chicago Zoological Society—and numerous other organizations.

But some environmental groups have strongly opposed the plan, saying resources should 
solely be focused on strict enforcement of the gillnet ban.


