
CHANGE THE WORLD

Part 2

The Guiana Dolphin’s 
World of Sound

Luca Vincent

Report 2 of 3

info@darwin200.com   |   www.darwin200.com



info@darwin200.com   |   www.darwin200.com

Report 2 

The location of the Todos os Santos bay functions as a hotspot for ferris, cargo ships, oil ships and 
recreational vessels. The use of these vessels does not go unnoticed in the underwater world of sound. 
Marcos records the noises these motors produce in order to determine their amplitude and frequencies. 
What he finds is that this invisible pollution created through marine vessels overlaps with the frequencies 
that dolphins use to communicate. 

Furthermore, when recording dolphin whistles in presence of other boats, Marcos has noticed a spectacular 
reaction in the dolphin’s communication. Their whistle’s shift to a higher pitch in order to avoid overlapping 
frequencies with the loud, obnoxious motor sounds polluting the natural soundscape. This is only one of 
many ways the dolphins are adapting to a changing soundscape. 

Although motors are the leading cause of underwater noise pollution, there is a second, more dramatic 
threat which Marcos has observed. Blast fishing: a highly destructive and illegal fishing practice conducted 
mostly by artisanal fisherman, in which explosives are literally thrown into the bay, causing everything and 
anything living underwater to float up dead to the surface, making the fisherman’s job of catching fish fairly 
easy. 

Marcos and been the first and only person to record the audio of such a blast fishing event. The recording 
starts off with Guiana dolphins communicating using their classic whistles. Suddenly, a large explosion can 
be heard. Once the explosion fades away, the dolphins remain silent. 

Events like these are thought to be extremely rare. At least that is what Marcos said. But I wanted to know 
more. We decided to venture into a village located inside the Paraguaçu river to hear the thoughts of some 
local fisherman. 

A cargo ship sailing in the Todos os Santos bay in Salvador, Brazil
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At first, the locals seemed sceptical of our intimidating camera equipment, but once they understood what 
we are doing, one of the locals opened up on the subject: 

“Every day, every day, there is blast fishing being conducted here in the river. It is extremely common. Twenty 
years ago, we used to see the dolphins right from the jetty, but nowadays, they are virtually never seen! This 
is due to our fisherman conducting blast fishing”.

Spectrogram of blast fishing event. Until this day, it remains to be the only recording of such an event in Brazil. 
Circle 1: dolphin whistles; circle 2: blast 

Local talking to us about blast fishing in the area

With an every-increasing growth in human population around the todos os santos bay, the effects 
of noise pollution definitely have no end in sight! Boats are getting faster, and louder, and as we have 
heard from the locals, blast fishing isn’t going out of style anytime soon! With the Guiana dolphins 
seeking refuge in this concentrated area of the bay, many questions on the future of this species 
are arising during our sailing expedition.
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