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A.2 This form has been used on Sint Eustatius. It is normally filled in by interviewing the person that had 
the sighting. For more information contact Anna Maitz from Stenapa anna.k.maitz@gmail.com. 
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Appendix B. A short guide on how to take photos for photo-identification 

of whales & dolphins 
 
Steve Geelhoed & Meike Scheidat meike.scheidat@wur.nl 
 
Photo-identification is a method to identify individual whales or dolphins using characteristic markings on 
their body. This is especially useful for those species that occur in coastal waters and/or have distinct 
markings. 
 
In the late 1960s, researchers discovered that there was enough variation in natural markings of (the 
underside of) humpback whale tail flukes (Figure 13) to distinguish between individuals, and began 
collecting photographs of individual whales and tracking those individuals over time. Identification of 
individual whales by means of fluke patterns can be used to investigate distribution, population size, 
behavior, ecology, and reproduction of whales. In principle the dorsal fin can also be used for photo-
identification, but they are less distinct and it is harder to match a left and right side to one individual. 
 
This method can also be used for for instance pilot whales or bottlenose dolphins, but then the dorsal fin 
is used (Figure 13).  For these species this method has been used to find out more about the social 
structure, for example to investigate if the same individual animals stay in the same group. 
 
How to take good photo-identification shots: 
 
There are a few rules to follow to make sure photos are useful for a photo-identification catalogue: 
 
Size: the image needs to be reasonably large to see any nicks or scratches. Thus a zoom lens of at least 
200mm is generally needed.  
 
Clarity: autofocus can be very useful to keep the fluke or dorsal fin in focus. However, it can also be a 
problem to keep smaller dolphin fins in focus. One option is to focus on the water surrounding the 
dolphins and then to return to the animals to take the picture. If the autofocus starts to “search” for a 
focus point it might be better to switch to manual focus.  
 
Shutter speed: in principle you should try to go for the highest shutter speed possible (1/500 is 
advisable if you are on the boat). If your camera has the option it can be helpful to use fast shooting 
mode?  
 
Light: lens hood for getting glare out; make sure light is on the animal (backlighting will take away all 
detail of scratches etc.). so, try to have the sun behind you.  
 
Aspect: both for dorsal fin and fluke it is important to shoot the photo when the animal is parallel to you. 
It is best if the photo is shot at an angle which shows the largest area of fluke or fin. Photos taken from 
above (e.g. bowriding) are not ideal for photo-identification).  
 
Flukes / fins: for humpback whales focus on the underside of the flukes, but if that is not visible go for 
the dorsal fin. For the dorsal fin it is ideal if you can get photos of left and right side, and even better if 
you can link those photos that are of the same animal!  
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Other information: when you take photos, please note down the date, time, location (some cameras now 
have gps and can link this directly to the photo) and the photographer. Also describe if possible 
something on the sighting, such as group size, presence of calves or behaviour.  
 
Disturbance: when taking pictures for photo-identification take care not to disturb the animals. They 
should never be approached head-on, but from the rear or the side. Manoeuvres should be calm, 
without sudden or repeated changes in the speed or direction of vessels. The animals should be 
abandoned at any stage if they show signs of becoming disturbed or alarmed. Particular care should be 
taken when calves are present. 
 

 
 
 
 

6.  

Figure 13. Examples of photos for Photo-identification. Top row: dorsal fin of Short-finned Pilot whale. 
Middle row: fluke underside of Humpback whales. Bottom row: dorsal fins of  Bottlenose Dolphins. (Steve 
Geelhoed).  
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Appendix C. Protocol for acoustic monitoring with a hand-held 

hydrophone 
 
This concise protocol is based in principle on the protocol used during the AGOA surveys. A more 
detailed protocol is available. For more information contact Gaëlle Vandersarren from the national park 
in Guadeloupe (gaelle.vandersarren.carspaw@guadeloupe-parcnational.fr). 
 
For the current protocol (when necessary it will be adapted in the future), the hand-held hydrophone will 
be placed in the water when the vessel is stationary and ideally the engine is switched off. The full 
length of the hydrophone cable needs to be used to achieve the deepest possible position of the 
hydrophone in the water column. A minimum of 10 minute listening and recording (or more if possible or 
if animals are detected) will be made on the Tascam recorder, with the data being stored on a SD card. 
The person doing the monitoring needs to note down: number of recordings, time of recording 
(beginning / end), position (latitude / longitude), sea state, vessel name, recorder, was a cetacean 
heard when listening (yes/no) and any other comments. These comments could describe the 
environmental conditions, such as sea state, wave height, rain as well as observations of cetaceans or 
other vessels in the area.  
 
A draft version of the protocol can be seen here: 
 

date:                /                   / 2013           boat name: _____________________________

# of 
recor-
ding

time begin recording time end recording latitude (N) longitude (W)
recorder 

name

cetacean 
heard 

(yes/no)

comments (sea state, wave height, sightings, other 
boats in the area)

              :         :               :         :

              :         :               :         :

              :         :               :         :

              :         :               :         :

              :         :               :         :

              :         :               :         :

              :         :               :         :

              :         :               :         :

 
 
 


