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PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS BEYOND TAXONOMY: GENETIC TOOLS TO MONITOR CAPTIVE 
DOLPHINS IN AQUATIC PARKS AND DELPHINARIA 
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Live small whales and dolphins are a highly significant trade product nowadays for touristic aquatic 
parks and delphinaria.  Controversy has arisen around the exportation of dolphins, particularly 
bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), from sources that may have been overexploited or to 
which the carrying capacity to export animals in a sustainable way has not been assessed.  It is also 
unknown to what extent individual dolphins that are captured and trained for aquatic parks die 
during collection, transport or after life in captivity, and whether they are exchanged for new 
captured animals without responsible record keeping.  Some facilities use Passive Integrated 
transponders (PIT) tags to identify individuals, but this technique is not 100% accurate as they can 
malfunction, migrate through the skin, or even be removed 
 
We propose that, as barcoding uses a standardizing technique to unambiguously identify species, 
the development of a similar technique to identify individuals is needed.  General genetic markers 
that could aid the recognition of individual captive dolphins are crucial for two main purposes: to 
confirm the source population from where they were extracted and to monitor their movement 
and welfare in captivity.  We present preliminary data of over 100 samples of bottlenose dolphins 
from captive and wild populations of the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean.  Individuals were 
genotyped with 17 nuclear microsatellites that are widely used in bottlenose dolphin population 
structure studies worldwide.  Assignment tests were carried out for each individual to confirm 
their population of origin.  The use of microsatellite fingerprinting serve as a first approach to 
confirm individual captive dolphin’s origin, as well as an individual identifier that could be used in 
the management of this protected species. 
 


