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Report 1

The Past 

Introduction Just about the middle of the Strait of Magellan, in parts of the sea where both Fernand Magellan 
and Charles Darwin sailed, a small dolphin species can be sighted from the coast. It’s the Peale’s Dolphin, a 
small dolphin that lives in the southern part of the South American continent, and can be found scattered 
along all Chile and Argentina southern coasts, including the Falkland Islands and the Strait of Magellan 
(Goodall et al, 1997). As the connecting path between the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans, the Strait of 
Magellan is not only essential to navigation, but also extremely important for biodiversity. During his period 
exploring this historical region, Darwin not only observed the region’s geology but was also amazed with 
the enormous diversity of birds, seals and whales in the region and particularly interested in the massive 
quantity of kelps on these waters.

Therefore, there are Sagmatias australis populations spread all over different regions of this area, but 
always with a common characteristic: the shallow waters. With their particular playful and active behaviour, 
these animals can be spotted along a great part of the Strait of Magellan coast, specially between Punta 
Arenas and San Juan. It was in this specific region that researchers such as Jorge Gibbons and Ann-Katrien 
Lescrauwaet conducted their observations on these dolphins in the nineties. Unfortunately, just a small 
part of this material has been cataloged, and the answers that the researchers were looking for actually just 
contributed to more questions that had not been answered so far.

The methods used in the observation and identification of these individuals’ behaviour on such researches 
were conducted using binoculars and low quality photo-identifications. It was because of this particular 
condition that Sara and Maan came to Chile, in order to build a modern database using drones and good 
quality photo-identification images, bringing the use of new techniques to conduct essential studies for 
the species conservation.

The Peale’s dolphin

Regarding its morphology, this species does not exceed 2 meters in length and has a robust body. The 
coloration pattern is a mix of white and black: the face and the dorsal part with the dorsal fin are covered in 
black. When one looks from the side, two white lateral lines are clearly identified: one starts just below the 
dorsal fin and ends before the tail, while the other starts from the eyes and runs halfway up the body. All 
the fins are black and the dorsal fin has a sickle shape. The ventral part is white. Shiny white patches at the 
upper base of the flippers can be seen when they perform the fully up movement (Goodall, 2009).

Even though the appearance of dolphins is quite a routine for the Punta Arenas and nearby residents, 
very little information is known about most of the ecological parameters of the Peale’s dolphin. There are 
very few associated studies and the majority of them are only based on observations. According to the 
IUCN, this species is considered as the least concern, but it is clear enough that it should be classified as 
data deficient if the real situation had been properly analyzed. Ann- Katrien is convinced that there is an 
irrefutable relation between the dolphins and the kelp beds, which are abundant in all the region studied. 
During her observations, she assumed that this species present a feeding behaviour in these areas, with 
demersal and bottom species captured in or near kelp beds (Lescrauwaet, A. K. 1997). Their diet includes 
fish cephalopods as squid and octopus, bivalves, mollusc crustaceans and one species of salp. Schiavini et 
al., 1997). Not only the kelps are essential for the dolphins’ feeding supplies but also have a very important 
role in protection.The researcher figured out that many mothers often used the seaweeds to protect their 
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calves in case they needed to be absent for a while (Lescrauwaet, A. K. 1997).

Until today, there are no specific patterns precisely delimited about these dolphins’ behaviour, but scientific 
observations have proven that their actions are directly associated with the group size they are inserted in. 
When spotted in smaller groups, as in 3 or 4 individuals, they are usually on the move somewhere. On the other 
hand, they join in medium size groups when searching for food, whereas socialization involves individuals 
coming from a larger variety of groups. Using the drone images now, we could observe that the groups could 
quickly change their conformation, joining in and spreading around all the time. Some behaviours that have 
not yet been properly studied in detail can be observed, as copulation. It is still a mystery when exactly is 
their mating period, but calves were seen between the months of January and February.

Conclusion

In summary, the biggest danger faced by a species is the lack of information about them, as without basic 
information it is virtually impossible to figure out if certain impacts affect them or not.

In order to preserve a species, the first step to be done is the database formation, as they can provide 
basic information such as the individuals identification and their observed behaviours. Then we can start to 
better understand the population size and the interaction that occurs between the groups. This data is the 
very beginning to other further studies that have

to be conducted and that could assure the conservation of the species facing all the challenges and 
threats they might have to face. Much research is yet to be done, such as migration patterns, habitat usage, 
interactions between individuals and their environment and social structures. All this information is the key 
to proper monitoring and consequent protection actions, not only for the dolphins themselves but also for 
the area they live in.

Finally, this is the main objective of this work, which is the use of new modern techniques in order to try to 
reassure the Paele’s dolphins’ future.



info@darwin200.com   |   www.darwin200.com

This Darwin Leader project was made possible by:

https://umag.cl/



info@darwin200.com   |   www.darwin200.com

Thanks to all partners and sponsors that made the DARWIN200 2023-25 
Global Voyage Possible.

www.darwin200.com/sponsors


