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Abstract: This research was conducted in August 2023, during the first leg of the DARWIN200 Global 
Voyage, in Tenerife. The area of study was the marine protected area in the South-West of the Island 
between the points Teno and Rasca, the Teno Rasca Marine Strip. The goal of the research was to evaluate 
the conservation status of the short-finned pilot whale population in Teno-Rasca, which is currently being 
compromised mainly due to the massive tourist industry and the resulting marine traffic.  

The methodology followed was primary research, participatory observation, and interviews with experts on 
the island, whale watching tour operators, and tourists. The sample was collected following the snowball 
method and the goal was to evaluate the situation and offer a viable conservation proposal for the future 
of the short-finned pilot whale. 

Thank you to Natacha Aguilar de Soto, Dr. Jacobo Marrero Perez, David Ramirez Gonzalez and his son, Francis 
Perez and the whale watching operators, captains and tourists, that allowed us access to the field.

Special thanks to Virginia Delgado, from Rumbo Ziday, for supporting this research. 

Special thanks to filmmaker Lorimer Macandrew for creating  the three short films that accompany these 
reports and supporting the research all around.  
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Report 3: 

What is Her Future? 

Conservation is not about what has been lost, but about what can be saved. 

During the second it took me to write this sentence, a pilot whale was born. After 15 months of gestation, 
Her mother pushed her out, surrounded by her family, in the same spot they have always been born, 
here in Tenerife, where 200 years ago, Her  great grandmother was roughly described by a weird looking 
bearded man from a boat. After She opens Her eyes, Her  mother will push Her to the surface to take Her 
first breath. Her species has evolved for thousands of years to swim the oceans, navigate the cold and 
the dark, to be born and not take the first breath right away. Her family has been waiting for Her arrival 
for months and Her grandmother, sisters and aunts will be the most important persons in Her life next 
to Her mother; they will teach Her everything they know, how to navigate the sea, how to catch giant 
squid, how to produce Her own clicks and be able to find them even from kilometres afar. She will drink 
Her mother’s milk for the next months or years, swimming right behind her, using the current her body 
produces to catch up. She will learn to always swim parallel to the others, so She can always keep an 
eye on her family. 

We have learned to divide the self from the other, with the latter juxtaposition the first. For Her, self is  
the Other. She is her family and Her family is Her. She will sleep, swim, eat, breathe when they do. For the 
rest of Her life. A life in synchrony. 

She will be alive for the next 50 years. Kids born today might get a glimpse of her in the next 5 decades. 
And for that to happen, the multiple threats Her and Her family face today, are our responsibility to 
tackle.

***

Complex problems require complex solutions. And when those issues are anthropogenic, with Man at 
their centre, their solutions also call for man-centred responses. There are people here in Tenerife who 
have devoted their whole lives into finding solutions for the pilot whale, going all the way from legislation 
to information. Even though not all of those issues were investigated to the same depth, we believe it’s 
important to shed light on all of them. 

One of the most prominent issues today for Her family is marine traffic, with their home being turned 
into a giant boulevard. Humanity’s aggressive interest  and spirit of wanting to conquer is threatening 
whale habitats, especially marine traffic. The number of boats in the Teno-Rasca marine protected area 
is arguably out of control, with a large number of tourist boats, kayaks, sailing boats, jet skis and whale 
watching boats making it so that the area is always busy. For Her, it means that her home is never silent. 
In the background, more or less intensively, there is always noise. It might be noise that is just constantly 
there, like the alarm of a car going off around the corner keeping you up at night. It might also mean that 
She calls out for her mother and cannot hear her back, getting lost or disoriented. It might mean that 
She needs to dive further and deeper because all the noise is masking her echolocation, not allowing 
Her to find food or rest properly. When things are bad, it could even mean that Her, Her mom, Her sisters 
and aunts, might get so disoriented and confused by the sound that they mass strand to a beach.

So what can She and Her family hope for, for the future?

To the actual problem of marine traffic many solutions can be offered. Every one of the experts on 
the island has the ability to offer a unique suggestion, all of which equally important, and all of which 
combined could definitely ensure a better life for the whales in the strip- that would be building block 
2. We decided to present them all briefly, and pass the torch to anyone ready to take action, further 
looking into any one of them:
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Photo 10: Design made by Iro Tsarmpopoulou-Fokianou, to showcase the different courses of 
action suggested to ensure the conservation of the pilot whale in Teno-Rasca.

Photo 11. Design by Iro Tsarmpopoulou-Fokianou showing the 3 categories of action that can be 
taken to ensure the conservation of the pilot whale in Teno-Rasca. 



info@darwin200.com   |   www.darwin200.com

To all of the above I would also propose for this research to be the basis for the formation of an 
official report. Using the information we collected from the fieldwork as well as the concerns of all 
these different agents, an official report could be designed, directed to Natura2000 and the WHS, 
commenting on the sufficiency current conservation status or rather the lack thereof. Having it co 
signed by local actors and organisations, as well as using the Darwin200 platform, this report could ask 
these parties to conduct a new evaluation of the situation here and push for the implantation of any 
of the solutions mentioned above, as well as for funding required for educational material. This would 
serve as a 3d building block in the solutions proposal.

Out of all of these however, I want to personally highlight the importance of education.

Not because any of the other solutions is in any way less impactful, but rather because education is 
the One thing we can All participate in. Education goes through us and empowers each and everyone 
to take action. When asked about why he spent his life making movies about the sea, Jacques-Yves 
Coustau said:

“We only protect what we love, we only love what we understand, and we only understand what 
we are taught.” 

At the same time as a social scientist I strongly believe in  bottom- up initiatives that enable individuals 
with the right tools and allow them to shape their futures to the best of their abilities. If there is 
anything anthropology has to offer to conservation- and there is arguably a lot- is the strong belief 
that humans have change embedded in their DNA; not only are we the most adaptable of species, but 
our intellect and indomitable spirit,  allows us to move forward against all odds, when provided with the 
right tools.  The social-ecological theory  or systems (SES) for conservation stretches the significance 
of taking into account social factors, communities and culture when working in conservation. Human-
nature  interactions as investigated by any interdisciplinary research showcase that including the 
cultural context and taking people’s attitudes and ideas into account is an extremely important 
cornerstone for conservation and animal protection. The Ostrom framework proposes a similar model, 
in which taking into consideration the different ways in which society, culture, economy, policy and 
nature interact is the first step for any attempt to propose conservation plans. Ostrom and SES 
both help us utilise a multidisciplinary approach of understanding the complexity of these issues.  
In our case study this is extremely evident, when considering the lack of education and the space that 
creates harmful activity. 

Education is key. 

In the Teno-Rasca area a lot of the issues are a direct result of a lack of information and knowledge about 
the situation and the place around us. Tourists and locals alike often disregard the importance of the area 
as well the effects it has on the animals; a lack of information so crucial and yet so important to cover.  
My research led me to propose one main aspect of an educational approach that would cover a wide 
range of people that find themselves on a vessel at sea. 

The Teno-Rasca area is extremely culturally and economically significant for Tenerife. The nature of the 
island is one of the strongest indicators of its identity and its projection to the world, with the whale 
and the Teide being highly self-promoted symbols. Pilot whales carry the whale watching industry, a 
massive economic sector, on their backs, and they have also put Teno Rasca into the map in terms of 
natural animal habitats. At the same time, Her history is the History of the island on its own. Her family 
has been here, and witnessed decades and decades of change. The history of Tenerife, political and 
natural history alike, has evolved with Her always there. 

And this immense importance should be highlighted. 

I believe that every one person that buys a ticket for a whale watching tour or rents  a kayak, jet ski, sailing 
boat and so on, should be mandatorily provided with an education flyer, that would include information 
about the marine area they are entering, the resident species and Her family , all the amazing things 
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that make Her such an interesting species, Her History in the Island, and the code of conduct followed 
to ensure she never leaves. 

The vast majority of the tourists find the experience of being out at sea and seeing the animals 
positive, with most of them reporting that seeing the whales in the wild made them more 
sensitive to the issues. Even if some whale watching tours include sustainability- sensitive 
information to their tours, this is still, in my opinion insufficient, as it fails to cover the large 
number of tourists that would either go on different tours or enjoy different activities.  
An initiative of every touristic enterprise to include the same flyer with every ticket issue, I argue, would 
make an immense difference. It would allow people to prove to all of us, and to the animals watching by 
and wondering, that sometimes we are absolutely worthy of the benefit of the doubt.

Education is of course an ever-ending process. Education in schools is unquestionably crucial, 
as is long term education with the local communities, who are definitely the ones whose voice 
should be one with the voice of the animals and their land. The reason my focus is on informational 
material for -mainly-tourism, was due to the existing efforts to educate the local public already, as 
well as the fact that the way tourism operates, the client- service dynamic creates an imbalanced 
monetized environment, where the pressure of the tourists for the best possible experience can 
create very real pressure to break the rules and be insensitive to the experience of the animals.  
At the same time, to bring some more theory, positionality is crucial in every piece of work that is in 
any form or shape social. The way  one stands in terms of their numerous, intertwined social identities 
affects the way they see and perceive the world around them. As an outsider, it is for me much easier 
to approach the mentality of a fellow outsider and focus on their education and takes, than it would be 
to make informed suggestions about the local communities and their reasoning behind their modus 
operandi. Having been a tourist myself, and being an outsider in this land, I can speak to the importance 
and view-point changing abilities of education and well-passed information. This aspect of personal 
experience as well as the participatory observation on the whale-watching boats, tells me that people 
are always eager to learn, and if provided with the right information in an emotionally driven and driving 
way, their attitudes will change significantly. This is also important in forming an idea of a regenerative 
tourism model, in which the touristic experience is not a one-off thing, but rather a starting point for 
future care, love and action. Seeing a whale in the wild could be anywhere in the spectrum between 
aiming to take a picture of a big animal, to forming a love and passion for years to come. 

For this reason I designed this material as a blue-print of what educational leaflets could look like; a 
piece of concrete information about the marine area and the rules, as well as some motivating facts to 
get to know this amazing marine neighbour of ours and all the things that make them so special: 

Practical Information about the 
Marine Protected Strip, what area 
it covers. 
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Information about the Pilot whales 
that is not only factual but moving  
emotionally.

Facts about their intelligence and 
abilities, their family bonds and skill.  
This way the tourist gets to know 
the animal and identify with some 
aspects of its life. Information that 
speaks to the emotions tends to 
stick better than plain facts. 

In the minutes it took me to write this proposal, she took a deep breath and took a dive,  one kilometre 
down to find food. She just came up from a deep dive at 1000m for a breath. She will now rest next to 
her family on the surface. Around her, her sisters, mother and grandmother have shown Her taught her 
everything She knows. They taught Her how to hunt, how to swim, how to rest, and how to care for Her 
young, which she will bring into her world soon. Then it will be up to Her to transmit all this accumulated 
knowledge, the culture of her species and family that has evolved for hundreds of years. Her great 
grandmother was here when The Beagle would have appeared from the foggy sea, with a man on Board 
that would revolutionise science and our perception of self. Since then Her grandmother, mother and 
now Her, bear the burden to equip future generations of pilot whales with all they need to survive. 

As it is our burden to make sure there is a future for them to enjoy. In the end, it is up to us to decide 
what kind of world we want to leave to our future generations, and if we want that world to include Her 
and the many that will follow her line.

Darwin taught us that what separates us from the animal world is a difference of degree, not nature. We 
are all related in the forms we evolve and adapt, in the ways we love, mourn and raise our young.

You can only protect what you love, and you can only love what you know. 

I believe we owe it to the whales to know and do more. 

Practical information about the 
rules that need to be followed 
around the animal, now that 
their importance is established. 
Getting a brief idea of the code of 
conduct the tourist will know how 
to operate themselves (if they go 
out at sea alone) and won’t put 
pressure on operators either
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Photo 15. A pod of short-finned pilot whales in Tenerife. Photo by Francis Perez

Photo 16.  A pod of short finned pilot whales swimming next to a whale watching boat. By Lorimer 
Macandrew. 
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Photo 17. Photo of a pod of short finned pilot whales, swimming next to a whale watching boat. By 
Iro Tsarmpopoulou-Fokianou. Tenerife, Canary Islands. 

Photo 18. Pod of short finned pilot whales swimming next to whale watching boat. By Lorimer Ma-
candrew. Tenerife, Canary Islands. 
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