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Abstract: The last formal range-wide description and assessment of the status and distribution of the Atlantic 

humpback dolphin (Sousa teuszii – hereafter AHD) was conducted in 2015, leading to the species’ uplisting on 

the International Union for the Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) Red List from Vulnerable to Critically 

Endangered in 2017.  The Red List assessment, alongside recommendations for action from the IUCN, the 

International Whaling Commission and the Convention on Migratory Species, catalyzed international and 

regional collaboration at multiple scales. Increased awareness and funding have supported systematic boat-based 

research in five countries, standardized interview surveys in nine countries, and the formation of multiple local, 
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national and international marine mammal and fisheries reporting networks. Here we present new information 

on Atlantic humpback dolphin relative abundance, distribution, and threats, compiled throughout the species’ 

range in the last decade, providing valuable new information on the conservation status of the species.  

Knowledge gaps that have been addressed range from the first confirmed record of the species in Sierra Leone 

and citizen-science-based sighting, stranding and bycatch records in countries where dedicated systematic 

cetacean research is not yet possible, to more detailed information on fine-scale distribution, abundance and 

threats in Senegal, Guinea, Gabon and the Republic of Congo derived from multiple years of interview-, boat-, 

and shore-based surveys. Although range-country stakeholders are mobilising data collection efforts in almost 

all of the 19 possible range states where AHD occur, overall data remain sparse.  Currently available data 

indicate that population in the Delta Saloum, Senegal, may be the largest remaining population, numbering in 

the low- to mid- hundreds and concentrated in a network of protected areas.  Interview survey data and 

anecdotal reports indicate that the Bijagos archipelago in Guinea Bissau and the Banc D’Arguin in Mauritania 

may also still harbour substantial populations, but systematic vessel-based surveys are urgently needed to verify 

that.  Throughout the rest of the species’ range, various indications of relative abundance indicate that the 

species is extremely rare and continues to be vulnerable to bycatch in artisanal gillnet fisheries, as well as 

habitat degradation from coastal development, especially port construction and mining infrastructure. The 

window of time to document and protect some populations before they are extirpated may be closing rapidly. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Atlantic humpback dolphins (Sousa teuszii – hereafter AHD), are found only in shallow waters of the Atlantic 

coast of Africa between Dakhla Bay south of Morocco1 in the north and Angola in the south (Weir and Collins, 

2015).  AHD have been the focus of several IWC Scientific Committee recommendations from 1998 onwards, 

particularly in 2002, when the Small Cetacean Subcommittee focused on the genus Sousa, and again in 2019 

when the SC meeting was held in Kenya and was preceded by a workshop focusing on cetacean aquatic 

wildmeat including West Africa (IWC, 2003; 2019). Recommendations included repeated calls for improved 

data collection and regional collaboration to support research and conservation efforts throughout the species’ 

range.  

The last range-wide assessment of the species’ distribution and conservation status was conducted in 2015 

(Collins, 2015; Weir and Collins, 2015), leading to the species’ uplisting on the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) Red List from Vulnerable to Critically Endangered in 2017 (Collins et al., 

2017).  In the same year, the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) adopted a Concerted Action for Atlantic 

humpback dolphins (CMS, 2017), and a year later, the IUCN identified AHD as one of seven small cetacean 

species most urgently in need of conservation intervention to prevent further declines (Taylor et al., 2020).  The 

collective and complementary recommendations made under these frameworks raised the profile of AHD as a 

species in need of immediate conservation action.  

Here we provide an overview of new data collected since various conservation frameworks were put in place 

following the last range-wide assessment of AHD in 2015. The update reflects work conducted under the 

collaborative framework of the Consortium for the Conservation of the Atlantic Humpback Dolphin (CCAHD), 

which was established in 2020 in response to the need for action and has since worked collaboratively to 

instigate and support international and regional data collection in almost all of the species’ 19 possible range 

states. Actions have included awareness raising, the provision of resources and tools to support data collection, 

technical support for range country partners, and assistance with fundraising to support data collection (see 

CCAHD 2026 for more details). Alongside activities conducted under this framework, independent initiatives 

have been implemented by range-country scientists, and citizen scientists, including documentation of incidental 

sightings, strandings, and bycatch records and contributions to peer-reviewed literature.  By highlighting both 

progress on data collection efforts, and remaining gaps, we aim to encourage the use of existing data for 

improved conservation management, and to inspire the continuation and expansion of research. 

  

 
1Note that the UN recognises this area as the Non-Self-Governing Territory of Western Sahara. 
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2 METHODS 

2.1 Data compilation and categories 
To compile this update, the authors collected, assessed and summarized the following categories of data: 

• Data collected directly by the authors in the context of dedicated cetacean surveys, which include boat-

based surveys, shore-based surveys to document live sightings, beach-based surveys to document 

strandings (which here refer to all beach-cast or floating carcasses animals regardless of cause), 

interview surveys with fishers, and systematic fish-landing site inspections; 

• Data collected by the authors opportunistically, or by compiling citizen science/third-party reports 

through a network or reporting system that they manage; 

• Data reported through publicly available citizen science reporting platforms, such as iNaturalist 

(iNaturalist.org) and the SIREN reporting app developed in Cameroon; 

• Data reported in peer-reviewed publications. 

 

In general, this review included data that were collected after 2015, although in some cases we included data 

that was collected prior to 2015 but was only made available after 2015, especially if it provided important new 

information about the species’ range or status.  

Reports were considered confirmed only if accompanied by photographic or video evidence that could be 

reviewed by the authors to allow species identification. 

Metadata on data compilation methods in each range state was compiled into a single table for ease of 

comparison, while more detailed descriptions of knowledge acquired in the past 10 years are included in a 

range-state-by-range-state analysis.  

2.2 Systematic data collection protocols 
In some locations, authors used standardised systematic data collection protocols developed by scientists 

working under the umbrella of the CCAHD. These protocols are publicly available through the CCAHD website 

(CCAHD, 2022a; b; 2023).   

CCAHD boat survey protocols used in Senegal, Guinea, Cameroon, Gabon and the Republic of Congo2 

(hereafter Congo) adhered to a modified line-transect survey methodology designed to allow researchers to 

document distribution and relative abundance, while also collecting photo-identification, habitat parameter, and 

fisheries effort data (e.g. Minton et al., 2022; Genov et al., 2024). Where these protocols were applied, survey 

effort was defined as observation effort applied by a minimum of two observers, positioned at the bow of a boat 

covering 180 degrees in front of the boat while vessels navigated pre-determined transects at speeds between 10 

and 15 km/h.   Transects were designed to systematically cover survey areas that were defined based on their 

identification as likely AHD habitats either because of previous sightings and/or known AHD habitat 

preferences.  Survey effort was suspended to approach, document and/or photograph cetaceans or other marine 

megafauna, water parameter sampling, when sea state exceeded Beaufort 3, or for logistical reasons such as 

breaks, refuelling, or speeding to and from transect start or end points. Results provided here represent only 

broad metadata related to AHD sightings and distribution. More detailed publications on each country’s survey 

results are in preparation.  

Interview surveys in Senegal, Guinea, The Gambia, Liberia, Nigeria, Cameroon, Gabon, and Congo used a 

standardized questionnaire. The questionnaire was developed in collaboration with senior scientists with 

experience in the use of interview surveys to assess local ecological knowledge as part of a regional project to 

assess fishers’ knowledge of AHD distribution, threats and conservation status. Online training was provided in 

English and French for survey teams in all eight countries, and training materials included a suite of marine 

mammal illustrations and photographs, as well as templates for the creation of country- or site-specific maps and 

fishing vessel and gear classification guides (CCAHD, 2023; Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024).  Here we include 

only very broad and preliminary results based on respondents’ indication of whether or not they identified AHD 

as a species that occurs in their area, and in some cases, site-specific information about fishing gears or 

 
2The Republic of Congo is distinct from the Democratic Republic of Congo (the DRC, formerly Zaire).  

https://www.sousateuszii.org/resources/
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perceived fisheries interactions. Range state scientists have used these data for more in-depth country-level 

analyses (e.g. Kema Kema et al., In press) and a more rigorous regional-scale analysis is underway (Turvey et 

al., in prep). 

2.3 Relative abundance and mapping 
Where systematic data collection efforts were completed, measures of relative abundance were calculated by 

using standardised measures of effort and encounters available for each location and each survey type as 

follows:   

• Vessel-based surveys: Where the CCAHD survey protocols were applied, total navigation distance and 

time, as well as on-effort distance and time were calculated, and used to create 1) a ‘crude’ encounter 

rate by dividing all AHD encounters by the total distance or time navigated, and 2) an on effort 

encounter rate by dividing the number of AHD sightings made on effort by the distance or time 

navigated while on effort. Note that the ‘crude’ approach incorporates all periods of boat navigation 

including times when the boat was traveling above optimal search speed or in less favourable weather 

conditions. While the on-effort encounter rates are more robust and reliable, in some locations where 

CCAHD survey protocols were not applied, crude encounter rates were the only parameter available. 

Furthermore, in other locations, crude encounter rates were higher than on-effort encounter rates, and it 

was felt that these statistics were valuable to retain. 

• Shore-based survey effort for live dolphins: AHD encounters per hour of shore-based observation 

effort. 

• Fisheries interview surveys:  Percentage of respondents who could recognise AHD and identify them 

as species that occurs in their area. 

• Fish landing site- or beach-based stranding surveys: Percentage of AHD carcasses in relation to all 

cetacean carcasses documented. 

 

The results of both systematic survey effort and incidental sightings/records were categorized, quantified and 

mapped using QGIS 3.28. 

 

3 RESULTS 

 

3.1 Range-wide data collection methods 
At least one form of new data on species presence or effort to document cetaceans was available from 18 of the 

19 possible range countries. Data collected after 2015 included the first confirmed records of AHD from Nigeria 

and Sierra Leone, bringing the total number of range states with confirmed AHD presence up from the 12 

published in Weir and Collins (2015) to 14.  Table 1 provides an overview of the categories of data that became 

available from 2016 onward and were used to inform this update. 
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Table 1:  An overview of the types of data collected in each AHD range state from 2016 onward and used to 

inform this update. 

Country 

Dedicated 
boat-
based 
cetacean 
surveys 

Dedicated 
fisheries 
interview 
surveys 

Dedicated 
shore-
based 
observation 
effort 

Fish landing 
site 
inspections 
for dolphin 
bycatch 

Collection 
of 
cetacean 
acoustic 
data 

Active 
stranding, 
bycatch or 
sighting 
reporting 
networks 

Incidental 
reporting of 
sightings or 
strandings 

Sousa 
teuszii 
presence 
confirmed? 

South of 
Morocco3 x      x x 

Mauritania  x     x x 

Senegal x x   x x x x 

The Gambia  x    x x x 

Guinea Bissau       x x 

Guinea x x   x  x x 

Sierra Leone       x x 

Liberia  x       

Côte D'Ivoire    x   x  

Ghana    x  x x  

Togo       x x 

Benin        x 

Nigeria  x     x x 

Cameroon x x   x x x x 

Equatorial 
Guinea       x  

Gabon x x   x  x x 

Congo x x x    x x 

Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo    x  x x  

Angola   x    x x 

 

3.2 Updates on AHD distribution, threats and conservation status by country 
Here we focus on new records and insights made available from 2016 onward, building on the detailed reviews 

by Weir and Collins (2015); and Collins et al. (2015; 2017; 2025). Following their examples, we present these 

from north to south in the following country-by-country summary. 

3.2.1 South of Morocco 

As noted by Weir and Collins (2015), the northernmost confirmed records of AHD are from Dakhla Bay. Earlier 

records of AHD in the bay reported up to six live individuals in 1996 (Notarbartolo di Sciara et al., 1998) and 

three individuals in 2010 (Moores, 2018). Since 2018, the Trouk Youth Association for the Protection of Dakhla 

 
3 Note that the UN recognises this area as the Non-Self-Governing Territory of Western Sahara. 
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Bay, which organises regular marine ecotours and wildlife surveys in the northern portion of Dakhla bay, has 

been systematically documenting cetacean sightings. The group conducts an average of 4 boat trips or surveys 

per month. During nearly 380 boat excursions between 2018 and December 2025, they have observed a single 

humpback dolphin on 12 occasions, with photographs and videos supporting their observations and often shared 

on their social media platforms. They report that in the late 1990s, there were at least three individuals, 

including one calf. However, recent sightings all document a single adult male AHD closely associating with 

two or more common bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus). The last documented sighting of the single AHD 

was on February 17th, 2026 (Trouk Youth Association, unpublished data), while an unverified sighting on 

March 5th, 2026 was reported by a kite surfing tourist through the CCAHD website. These sightings raise 

concerns that only a sole individual may remain at the northern limit of the species’ range, and that a range 

contraction may be imminent. However, systematic boat-based survey effort throughout the whole bay and 

coastline south of the bay is required to confirm whether other individuals may still be present. 

3.2.2 Mauritania 

There has been no systematic boat survey effort conducted in Mauritania to build on the data compiled and 

presented in Weir and Collins (2015). Previous surveys indicated that the Banc D’Arguin National Park (PNBA) 

encompassed the most important habitat for AHD in Mauritania (Maigret, 1980; Robineau and Vély, 1998; Van 

Waerebeek et al., 2004).  Samba Bilal et al. (2023) reviewed documentation of 229 cetacean sightings and 848 

beach-cast specimens. The examined data were collected through a coastal monitoring programme, shipboard 

surveys of seabirds and marine mammals carried out by the Institut Mauritanien de Recherches 

Océanographiques et des Pêches (IMROP) in 2012, 2015, 2016 and 2018; and both published and grey 

literature.  Of those records, the most recent beach-cast AHD specimen was documented in 2013, and no recent 

live sightings of AHD were documented.  The authors pointed out that a 3-day boat survey of the Banc 

D’Arguin in November 2006 yielded 11 sightings of common bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), but no 

AHD sightings.  

A September 2021 survey of fishers in villages bordering the PNBA (in French) indicated that the species was 

still present in the areas around the villages of Mamghar, Teichott, Iwik, Ten Alloul, as well as in the waters to 

the south of the park (C. Senhoury, unpublished data). However, these reports could not be confirmed, and it is 

not known how well the interviewed fishers are able to distinguish between AHD and bottlenose dolphins. 

A more extensive survey of 50 fishing vessel captains who operate inside and to the south of the PNBA was also 

carried out to determine whether AHD are still present in this region. Samba Bilal (in prep) reported that 85% of 

interviewed captains were able to distinguish between AHD and bottlenose dolphins when shown detailed 

illustrations and photographs of both species. All but seven (n=50) captains reported seeing AHD in the 

previous six months, with the highest number of encounters reported from the area near the village of Iwik and 

Tidra Island, which was also described by Weir and Collins (2015) as an area of concentration of observations, 

although they pointed out that this could be related to higher proportion of fishing effort from this village. 

Fishing captains also identified a channel to the south of the park near Arkeiss as an area where the species is 

frequently observed.  However, 97% of those interviewed classified the species as ‘rare’ (rather than ‘common’ 

or ‘very common’).  Fishers indicated that AHD were shy and elusive, avoiding boats, and that this was the 

reason they were less frequently bycaught in fishing nets than bottlenose dolphins. 

3.2.3 Senegal 

The Delta Saloum in Senegal was the focus of previous studies that indicated the presence of a population of 

AHD (e.g. Van Waerebeek et al., 2004; Weir, 2016).  Since July 2021 this extensive inverse estuary that 

straddles the border between Senegal and the Gambia has been the focus of annual boat-based modified line-

transect surveys by a team led by the African Aquatic Conservation Fund (AACF), supported by senior 

scientists from the CCAHD.  Surveys followed the CCAHD protocol (see methods), to include mapping of the 

distribution and relative abundance of dolphins and fishing effort, sampling of habitat parameters such as depth, 

surface temperature and salinity, and photo-identification of individual dolphins. Surveys typically lasted 2-3 

weeks, and followed a standard set of transects designed to replicate the survey effort deployed by Weir (2016), 

as described in Minton et al. (2022). Table 2 provides the details of survey effort, and the number of AHD 

sightings recorded during 96 survey days across 6 survey periods between July 2021 and October 2025.  In total, 

over 8,000 km were navigated, of which nearly 4,810 km were on effort. A total of 112 AHD sightings were 
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documented, with no other cetaceans recorded. Group size ranged from single individuals to over 40 

individuals, with an average of 11 individuals. The number of AHD group encountered per 100 km of search 

effort varied between survey periods from 0.88 to 3.11, with an average encounter rate of 1.68 per 100 km of 

search effort.  Despite some effort focused on the coastal waters outside and north of the Delta, all AHD 

sightings were concentrated inside of the Delta’s barrier islands and mangrove channels, as far as 27 km inland 

(Figure 1). No other cetaceans were observed, although since 2015 AACF has documented strandings of 

bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), common dolphins (Delphinus delphis) and several other cetacean 

species on barrier islands and in mangrove channels of Delta Saloum (Keith-Diagne et al., In prep.). 

Table 2:  Atlantic humpback dolphin (AHD) observations documented during dedicated cetacean surveys in the 

Saloum Delta between July 2021 and October 2025.  

Survey Start 

date 

Total 

Navigation 

distance (km) 

Total 

distance on 

Effort (km) 

Total 

Navigation 

Time (hh:mm) 

Time on 

Effort 

(hh:mm) 

Total AHD 

Sightings 

AHD 

Sightings 

on effort 

Crude 

encounter 

rate per 

100km 

On effort 

encounter 

rate per 

100km 

11/07/2021 1,045 776 101:32 69:59 14 13 1.34 1.67 

17/02/2022 793 418 72:45 37:10 22 13 2.77 3.11 

09/03/2023 1,653 817 126:120 70:19 29 19 1.75 2.32 

06/02/2024 1,771 1,020 137:28 83:30 18 9 1.02 0.88 

03/02/2025 1,542 995 131:53 83:26 17 16 1.10 1.61 

12/10/2025 1,364 784 95:52 64:44 12 11 0.88 1.40 

Total 8,167 4,810 665.00 409 112 81 1.37 1.68 

 

 

Figure 1:   Atlantic humpback dolphin (AHD) sightings recorded in the Saloum Delta, Senegal, during 2021-

2025.  
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An additional 20 AHD sightings were documented opportunistically between 2018 and February 2026 either by 

the authors outside of dedicated surveys, by third party reports to the authors, or via iNaturalist.  These sightings 

all fall within the same areas as those documented on surveys and are portrayed in Figure 1. 

Systematic cataloguing of dorsal fin photographs from each survey up to February 2025 has resulted in a photo-

identification catalogue of over 300 individuals based on manual visual matching. Computer-assisted matching 

(using the HappyWhale platform) is currently underway to check for possible duplicates before the dataset is 

used for multi-year mark-recapture population modelling. Initial results indicate a high degree of site-fidelity 

(Seck et al., in prep). 

In April 2023, structured interviews were conducted with 119 fishers in three villages located in the Saloum 

Delta, using the CCAHD questionnaire and methodology (See methods and Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024).  

Fishers’ ability to distinguish between AHD and bottlenose dolphins was judged by interviewers to be low, but 

98% of respondents reported having observed some kind of dolphins in the area, and 72% identified AHD as a 

species that is present based on photos or illustrations (Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024, Annex 6; and Turvey et al., 

in prep). 

The AACF survey team also conducts regular beach surveys of Senegal’s coastline to document marine 

megafauna strandings.  Between 2014 and 2025, 61 days of beach surveys, covering an 187 km stretch of coast 

in the north between Dakar and St. Louis documented the remains of over 500 individual cetaceans, but no 

AHD carcasses (Keith-Diagne et al., In prep.), indicating that this stretch of coastline is not likely habitat for 

AHD, as indicted in prior reviews (Weir and Collins, 2015; Collins et al., 2017). However, reports through 

AACF’s Senegal stranding network have resulted in seven records of AHD remains documented between 2018 

and 2025.  All were located in and around the Saloum Delta. Of these, three showed evidence of human 

interactions (either with net marks on the carcass and/or signs of butchering).   

Fisheries observations recorded during vessel surveys documented a high concentration of fishing traps with 

single lines to the surface inside the Delta, which includes the Delta Saloum National Park and five marine 

protected areas where gillnet bans are generally respected. Limited survey effort in the coastal waters outside the 

protected areas, however, documented a high density of monofilament gillnets, which were also reported to be 

the gear used by over 70% of all respondents (Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024; authors unpublished data). Shrimp 

traps (thick double-layered short nets mounted from logs on floats) were also very prevalent throughout Saloum 

Delta and documented during all surveys, with AHD frequently sighted near these traps (see Minton et al., 

2022). 

In parallel to dedicated boat-based and beach surveys, the AACF research team has also conducted passive 

acoustic monitoring (PAM) through the use of bottom-mounted SoundTraps (Ocean Instruments) and little F-

PODs (Chelonia Ltd.). Collectively, over 3,000 hours of recordings have been made with the bottom-mounted 

units in both the northern and southern portions of the Delta. These are being analysed in collaboration with the 

University of St Andrews. From 2024 onward, recordings made with boat-based deployments of dipping 

hydrophones during AHD encounters are being used by the University of St. Andrews to develop a classifier 

that will allow identification of PAM recorded dolphin vocalisations to species level.  The team also conducts 

annual surveys to collect environmental DNA (eDNA), which will also be used to detect AHD and other species 

presence if possible. 

3.2.4 The Gambia 

The Gambia’s limited coastline includes the southern portion of the Saloum Delta, and recent and past cetacean 

surveys in the Saloum have documented AHD sightings on the border with animals observed traveling 

southward into Gambian waters (Van Waerebeek et al., 2004; Weir, 2016; authors unpublished data).  In May, 

2023, standardized interview surveys (Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024) were conducted with 43 fishers in five 

villages in and around the mouth of the Gambia River, and in the south of the country (Gunjur).  The 

respondents’ ability to distinguish dolphin species was judged to be very low, but 67% of respondents reported 

having observed dolphins of some type (Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024, Appendix 5).  Although there are active 

stranding networks in the country, there have been no confirmed stranding or bycatch reports of AHD (authors 

unpublished data). This lack of reports echoes Van Waerebeek et al. (2003), who documented a resident 

population of bottlenose dolphins in the Gambia River estuary, but no stranding or bycatch reports of AHD. 
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3.2.5 Guinea Bissau 

The Bijagos Archipelago and the complex network of coastal inlets and estuarine mangrove habitats in Guinea 

Bissau were previously identified as important habitat for AHD (e.g. Leeney et al., 2016). Very little data has 

been collected on the species in Guinea Bissau in the past decade. However, opportunistic sightings made 

during the course of eco-tourism and monitoring activities indicate that the species is still likely present, and 

potentially relatively abundant in comparison to other locations in the species’ range. In November 2023 and 

January 2024, during two days of small-boat excursions around the islands with tourists from an HX cruise ship, 

experienced cetacean observers documented three separate observations of AHD, with group sizes ranging from 

1 to 10 individuals.  Photographic evidence was shared by A. C. Kirchner in iNaturalist as well as directly with 

the authors. Two additional opportunistic sightings from February and March 2024 were reported to iNaturalist 

by L. Graffi, and supported by photographic evidence that was also shared directly with the authors.  These 

sightings took place in the estuarine mangrove channels of Rio Chaceu and Rio Geba on the mainland opposite 

the Bijagos Archipelago.  A further observation of an AHD that was bycaught and then killed and eaten by a 

local community on Orango Island on May 24, 2013 was documented by one author (LKD, pers obs., also 

entered into iNaturalist). 

In addition to these confirmed sightings, the Protected Areas Biodiversity Institute in Guinea Bissau (Instituto 

da Biodiversidade e das Areas Protegidas - IBAP), has been opportunistically collecting anecdotal reports from 

tourists, artisanal fishers and local communities on dolphin sightings and strandings. Few of these records are 

supported by photographic evidence that can be used confirm species. However, records indicate that areas 

where dolphins are frequently observed include both broad and narrow channels between islands in the Bijagos 

such as: Rio Geba Channel, Bolama Channel, Canhabaque Channel, Orango Channel, as well as inland channels 

such as Orango - Bubaque, Orango - Uracane, Bubaque Canhabaque, and Rio Grande de Buba. These coincide 

with the areas where AHD sightings were documented by Weir and Collins (2015). Between June and 

September 2025, roughly 125 dolphin strandings were reported along Guinea Bissau’s northern coastline close 

to the border with Senegal. However, a lack of technical personnel prevented detailed investigation or species 

identification. It is clear from these multiple lines of opportunistic and anecdotal evidence that Guinea Bissau 

coastline and Bijagos Archipelago should be a high priority for training and systematic cetacean monitoring and 

research.  

3.2.6 Guinea 

Previous evidence indicated that the Rio Nuñez estuary and adjacent Tristão Islands served as an important 

habitat for AHD (Bamy et al., 2010; Weir, 2015; Van Waerebeek et al., 2017).  This was further supported by 

Bamy et al. (2021), who documented four AHD sightings during three days of boat-based survey effort in June 

2017, as well as three AHD carcasses during beach stranding surveys in the same period. 

Between 2022 and 2024, a collaborative project between the CCAHD, Biotope Guinea, and the National 

Aquatic Sciences Centre (Centre National des Sciences Halieutiques de Boussoura - CNSHB) conducted a 

series of five small boat surveys in three locations on Guinea’s central and northern coastline, with three repeat 

surveys in the Rio Nuñez estuary and adjacent Tristão Islands (Table 3). The CCAHD adapted line-transect 

protocol was applied, with transects covering nearshore waters of <20m depth, as well as estuaries and 

mangrove channels. For more detail see Genov et al. (2024). 

A total of 3,116 km was navigated, of which 1,769 km were on effort.  A total of nine AHD encounters were 

documented (Fig. 2). Only three of these sightings were recorded while on effort, with the remaining six 

recorded off-effort (either while “searching at speed”, during transit to-from transect start or end point or in 

unfavourable weather conditions, or while already observing common bottlenose dolphins, Tursiops truncatus). 

The overall sighting rate for Atlantic humpback dolphins was 0.17 groups per 100 km surveyed on effort across 

all study areas and all periods, or 0.026 groups per hour of effort.  Hower, no AHD were encountered at all in 

the areas around the Guinean Capital of Conakry and the Îles de Loos, or the Boffa region.  The encounter rate 

for the surveys conducted only in the Río Nuñez Estuary - Tristão Islands study area was 0.2 groups per 100 km 

surveyed on effort, or 0.031 groups per hour of effort. Given the high number of off-effort sightings, it is 

perhaps important to also consider crude encounter rates (not corrected for effort) per 100km of navigated track, 

which varied between survey periods from 0.19 to 0.89 in the Río Nuñez Estuary - Tristão survey area. A total 

of 65 moderately marked individuals were photographed and catalogued, and mark-recapture abundance 
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estimates have been produced (Genov et al., in prep). Eight observations of common bottlenose dolphins 

(Tursiops truncatus) were recorded on surveys, demonstrating overlapping habitat between the two species. 

 

 

Fig. 2. On-effort survey tracks and sighting locations of Atlantic humpback dolphins (Sousa teuszii) in Guinea 

across all survey periods (2022–2024). 

Table 3.  Atlantic humpback dolphin (AHD) and common bottlenose dolphin observations documented during 

dedicated cetacean surveys off the coast of Guinea between June 2022 and May 2024.  

Period Study site 

Total 

Navigation 

distance 

(km) 

Total 

distance 

on Effort 

(km) 

Total 

Navigation 

Time 

(hh:mm) 

Time on 

Effort 

(hh:mm) 

Total 

AHD 

Sighting

s 

AHD 

sightings 

on effort 

AHD crude 

encounter 

rate per 

100km 

AHD on-

effort 

Encounter 

rate per 

100km 

Jun-22 

Río Nuñez Estuary - 

Tristão Islands 561 389 50:44 32:28 5 1 0.89 

 
0.26 

Nov-22 

Río Nuñez Estuary - 

Tristão Islands 1,034 461 64:38 27:41 2 1 0.19 

 
0.22 

Jun-23 Boffa 200 138 10:50 08:17 0 0 0.00 0.00 

Jun-23 Îles de Loos - Conakry 283 175 15:03 10:16 0 0 0.00 0.00 

May-24 

Río Nuñez Estuary - 

Tristão Islands 1,038 606 60:00 35:39 2 1 0.19 

 
0.17 

Total/Avg  3,116 1,769 201:15 114:21 9 8 0.29 0.13 
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In parallel, 564 fishers were interviewed across 24 coastal communities, including the areas where boat-based 

surveys were conducted and an additional area, Forecariah, in the south of the country that was not surveyed by 

boat. When shown illustrations, 54.1% of respondents selected AHD from illustrations as a species they 

observed, while 49.5% selected bottlenose dolphins. In the Rio Nuñez Estuary, 33% of fishers considered 

dolphins common or very common, as opposed to 21.5% in the south and 13.4% in the Capital/Conakry region. 

Interviewers considered fishers’ ability to distinguish between AHD and bottlenose dolphins to generally be 

low, and boat-based surveys in the southern region of Forecariah are recommended to determine whether AHD 

are present. 

Fewer than 10% of respondents reported that they had heard of, or been involved in a case of dolphin bycatch. 

Those that did report bycatch indicated that it was more likely to involve common bottlenose dolphins than 

AHD, and that gillnets were almost always the gear involved in entanglements.  Researchers (including the 

authors) and other stakeholders interviewed separately perceive that coastal development, especially when 

associated with mining, and associated habitat alteration and vessel traffic, is likely to pose a significant threat to 

AHD in this region. 

A national stranding reporting network was established in 2023. Between 2023 and 2025 a total of 10 cetacean 

strandings were documented, of which one was an AHD stranded on the island of Katchek in the Tristao 

archipelago (authors unpublished data). 

3.2.7 Sierra Leone 

Prior to 2024, there were no confirmed observations of AHD in Sierra Leone (Weir and Collins, 2015).  In 

February and March, 2024, an international team from West Africa Blue involved in a mangrove conservation 

project in the Sherbro River Estuary photographed and documented two separate live AHD encounters, of 

groups containing at least two individuals. Fishers from the Hanging Site community in the same region 

photographed a dead bycaught AHD during the same period.   

3.2.8 Liberia 

There have been no confirmed AHD observations in Liberia. In 2023, 142 interview surveys were conducted 

with fishers in ten coastal communities in the counties of Grand Mount, Montserrado and Margibi. Of these, 65 

respondents claimed to recognise AHD from cetacean species illustrations shown to them and reported them to 

occur in their area. The three most common locations named for AHD observations were West Point, Fanti 

Town, and Sammuel Home. Some reported seeing the species as recently as 2023, but others not since 2020 

(Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024, Annex 4).   

3.2.9 Côte D’Ivoire 

There have been no confirmed records of AHD in Côte D’Ivoire. A fisheries bycatch and sighting monitoring 

programme has been in place at the port of Grand-Béréby since February 2024.  Scientists from the NGO 

Conservation des Especes Marines Cote d'Ivoire (CEM) documented a total of 37 cetacean carcasses and 13 live 

sightings supported with photographic and/or video evidence, but there have been no records of AHD.  Fisheries 

operating from these ports are mostly offshore drift gillnet fisheries, and the species reported as bycatch are 

mostly small delphinids of the genus Delphinus and Stenella.  These fisheries may not be operating in the 

nearshore habitat used by AHD. 

3.2.10 Ghana 

Building on previous studies of fisheries bycatch in Ghana (Van Waerebeek and Ofori-Danson, 1999; Debrah et 

al., 2010; Ofori-Danson et al., 2019), since April 2022 systematic fish landing site surveys have been conducted 

as a collaboration between the Cape Coast University, NGOs and fisheries authorities at four main fish landing 

sites known for high levels of cetacean landings across Ghana’s coastline (Axim, Dixcove, Shama, and Tema).  

Observations were carried out between four and five days per week (4-6 hours per site visit).  Between April 

2022 and January 2026, a total of 1,075 cetacean carcasses were recorded – almost all as bycatch from drift 

gillnet and purse seine fisheries conducted offshore. Only nine animals were recorded as ‘stranded’ rather than 

bycatch (Okyere et al., 2023; Okyere et al., 2024; Okyere et al. 2026 - presented to this meeting). Cetacean 

species encountered/recorded small delphinids of the genus Delphinus and Stenella as well as various ‘blackfish 

(see Okyere et al. update presented to this meeting).   
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The lack of AHD specimens among such a large sample size could be interpreted as evidence that AHD are no 

longer present in Ghanaian waters, and perhaps extirpated due to heavy fishing pressure as concluded by Debrah 

et al. (2010). However, the driftnet and purse seine fisheries that land their catch at the monitored landing sites 

are all operating in waters beyond the nearshore habitat of humpback dolphins. In recent informal interviews 

with coastal community members in and around the Keta Ramsar site near the Volta River mouth at least one 

fisher was able to clearly describe the AHD and said it was sometimes present.    

3.2.11 Togo 

Van Waerebeek et al. (2017) documented five live AHD sightings reported by Mr. Loïc Henry, an ecotourism 

operator who photographed dolphins from shore in varying locations between 2008 and 2014 in and around the 

river mouth at Aného. These sightings, which were subsequently also entered into iNaturalist, involved groups 

of between 6 and 20 individuals. Van Waerebeek et al. (2017) also documented the fatal bycatch of two AHD 

individuals in a beach seine net in Agbodrafo (also in the east of the country) in 2016.  To our knowledge, no 

more recent records are available. 

3.2.12 Benin 

Prior to 2015, only one confirmed sighting of AHD had been documented in Benin (Zwart and Weir, 2014). 

Tchibozo et al. (2024) published three new records, including two live sightings documented with video 

evidence, as well as a unique live stranding apparently caused by entanglement in plastic sheeting that is 

commonly used for sails on artisanal fishing vessels, and often lost or discarded at sea. The live sightings were 

of small groups (2-7 individuals). Van Waerebeek et al. (2026) published an additional two records of groups of 

6-7 dolphins observed from shore near Grand Popo near the border with Togo, and a coastal area just west of the 

Capital Cotonou, near the locations documented by Tchibozo et al. (2024).   

3.2.13 Nigeria 

Prior to 2015, there were no confirmed AHD records from Nigeria (Weir and Collins, 2015), although sightings 

without photographic or video evidence had been reported by Olakunle and Akanbi (2014).  Van Waerebeek et 

al. (2017) published the first confirmed records of two AHD taken as bycatch in artisanal gillnets of Brass Island 

in 2011 and 2012. Tchibozo et al. (2024) also documented a case of AHD bycatch at Ibeno Beach, reported by a 

Beninese fisherman in Nigeria.   

In 2021, three live sightings were reported by Andrew Lynch through the CCAHD website, with photographic 

evidence provided to the authors. The three sightings documented in 2017, 2018 and 2021 were all made from a 

beach roughly 25 km west of Lagos harbour. The 2021 sighting involved a group estimated to be at least 20 

individuals. 

BBC News Pidgin also documented an AHD bycatch incident in October 2021, showing the animal being 

butchered and distributed to villagers. The incident drew attention to the use of small cetacean carcasses in 

Nigeria for human consumption and bait, also documented by Uwagbae and Van Waerebeek (2010) and Van 

Waerebeek et al. (2017). Uwagbae and Van Waerebeek (2010) reported that over half of 50 interviewed fishers 

reported intentionally capturing dolphins, and 92% of respondents reported using dolphin meat for bait in shark 

fisheries, driving the market value for dolphin carcasses as high as 600 USD per carcass. 

In 2023 the Biodiversity Preservation Center conducted an interview survey of 62 fishers in the Akwa Ibom and 

Cross River States, including the village of Oyorokoto, where the 2021 bycatch event took place. The results 

indicated that almost all interviewees had seen dolphins and considered them common in their fishing areas.  A 

number of fishers Oyorokoto reported having seen AHD. Fishers reported that both bottom-set and surface 

gillnets were most often implicated in dolphin bycatch (E. Eniang, unpublished data; Turvey et al., in prep). 

3.2.14 Cameroon 

Prior to 2015, the only AHD records from Cameroon were the record of the Sousa teuszii type specimen, which 

was collected in the late 1800s by Eduard Teusz at ‘Man O’War Bay’ (Kükenthal, 1892), a live sighting in May, 

2011 of 8-12 individuals from Bouandjo and single bycatch record from Rio Campo, both in the south near the 

port city of Kribi (Ayissi et al., 2014).  Van Waerebeek et al. (2017) reported an additional AHD bycatch from 

the fishing village of Londji, near Kribi in 2014. 
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In May 2024, the African Marine Conservation Organisation (AMCO) and the CCAHD conducted five days of 

boat survey effort using the same protocols as those used in Senegal and Guinea (see above) in the areas to the 

north and south of Kribi. During 215 km of effort, only a single common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) encounter 

was recorded; no AHD were observed.  

AMCO’s smartphone-based citizen science reporting app (SIREN), used by fishers to report marine megafauna 

sightings, strandings and bycatch (see Labyedh et al., 2025) yielded four new confirmed AHD records supported 

by photographs and video between 2015 and February 2026. These include two bycatch events in Lokoundje in 

July 2020 and July 2023. Two additional bycatch incidents occurred in December 2024 and August 2025 near 

the village of Bamusso, on the Bakassi Peninsula near Cameroon’s border with Nigeria.  Interestingly, this area 

was indicated by two Nigerian fishermen from the village of Oyorokoto (see above) as a zone where they see 

AHD while fishing.   

Between March and September 2023, the AMCO team interviewed 239 fishers in 16 coastal fishing 

communities spanning all three coastal regions of Cameroon. Interviews used the same questionnaire and 

methodology as used in Senegal, Guinea, the Gambia, Liberia and Nigeria.  When shown illustrations of the 

most common coastal cetaceans, 21% (n=51) of respondents indicated that they commonly observe AHD.  

Reported fishing zones where AHD observations were made were generally in and around estuaries (Fogwan 

Nguedia et al., 2024, Annex 3).  

3.2.15 Equatorial Guinea 

Extensive surveys around the island of Bioko in 2017, the northern tip of which is a mere 35 km from the type 

specimen locality, revealed no sightings (Collins et al. in prep). However, given the species confirmed presence 

on the southern border of Cameroon and the northern border of Gabon, and the presence of seemingly suitable 

habitat along the mainland coastline of the country, it seems plausible that the species could be present but as 

yet unrecorded (Ayissi et al., 2014; Collins et al., 2025). 

3.2.16 Gabon 

AHD are known to occur in open coastal habitats all along Gabon’s coastline, with a higher concentration of 

records in the south, where dedicated cetacean surveys were conducted between 2002 and 2014 (Collins et al., 

2014; Weir and Collins, 2015; Minton et al., 2017).  From 2022 onward, dedicated cetacean surveys using 

CCAHD protocols were conducted on an ad-hoc basis by the Gabon National Parks Agency (ANPN) in the 

Marine Protected Areas of Port-Gentil (including the Mandji-Etimboué Aquatic Reserve, Cap Lopez Marine 

Park, Ogooué Delta Aquatic Reserve, and the Canyons of Cap Lopez Aquatic Reserve), and the Mayumba 

marine parks (Banio Park and Mayumba National Park) in the south.  Table 4 details the survey effort and AHD 

encounter rates from these surveys conducted between April, 2022 and October, 2025.  Across all surveys, a 

total of 1,116 km of survey effort was completed, resulting in 9 on-effort AHD sightings. On-effort AHD 

encounter rates per 100km of search effort varied between an average of 0.26 in the Port Gentil area to 1.22 in 

the Mayumba parks.  Group sizes ranged from 1 to 2 with an average group size of 1.  Other species more 

frequently observed, but with overlapping habitat to AHD included common bottlenose dolphins and humpback 

whales (Megaptera novaeangliae). 
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Table 4. Atlantic humpback dolphin (AHD) and other cetacean observations documented during dedicated 

cetacean surveys on the coast of Gabon between April 2022 and October 2025.  

Period 

Total 
navigation 
distance 
(km) 

Km on 
effort 
(km) 

Total 
navigation 
time 
(hours)  

Hours on 
effort  

Number 
of AHD 
sightings 
(groups) 

Number 
other 
cetacean 
species 
sightings 

Crude 
AHD 
Encounter 
rate per 
100km 

On-effort 
AHD 
encounter 
rate per 
100km 

Port Gentil Parks 

12-Apr-23 123.5 63.8 8.48 4.31 1 3 0.81 1.57 

21-21 July-23 124.92 51.98 8.48 4.14 0 12 0.00 0.00 

30-Mar-2 Apr 2024 289.92 101.45 13.75 5.73 0 0 0.00 0.00 

22-Aug-25 148.9 116.09 13.36 5.09 0 16 0.00 0.00 

10-Sep-25 138.4 127.2 13.57 13.38 0 6 0.00 0.00 

10-Oct-25 114.7 23.95 14.03 1.59 0 2 0.00 0.00 

Total/Average 940.34 484.47 71.67 34.24 1 39 0.13 0.26 

Mayumba Parks 

27-May-22 168 58.6 16.25 4.21 1 1 0.60 1.71 

8-11 Jul 22 271.3 105.2 15.2 7.23 2 13 0.74 1.90 

23-25-Aug-22 304.92 109.42 16.16 6.97 2 29 0.66 1.83 

1-2 Dec-22 206.55 114.39 16.49 7.09 2 4 0.97 1.75 

2-3-Mar-23 245.3 108 11.63 8.29 0 0 0.00 0.00 

12-Apr-24 74.6 62.5 2.32 1.56 0 0 0.00 0.00 

16-Aug-25 163.2 73.75 8.22 4.47 1 2 0.61 1.36 

Total/Average 1433.87 631.86 86.27 39.82 8 49 0.51 1.22 

 

In addition, a limited number of reports of live AHD sightings in Port Gentil and Mayumba were received by 

the authors (JRKK) via local reporting networks, as well as one opportunistic report of a live AHD sighting near 

Loango National Park in 2023.  No confirmed AHD strandings have been documented since 2015, but in 

December 2021 eight AHD were accidentally captured in a beach seine net in Cap Lopez, near Port Gentil. 

Rapid intervention with support from local Parks Agency staff and the NGO Aquatic Species resulted in the safe 

release of all eight dolphins. 

Between 2022 and 2024, 189 fishers distributed along Gabon’s entire coastline were interviewed to assess their 

ecological knowledge in relation to cetaceans (Kema Kema et al., In press).  Of these, 74 interviews used the 

CCAHD questionnaire and protocol. Only 9.5% of respondents were able to identify AHD as a species they had 

observed when shown a photo (Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024, Annex 2; Turvey et al., in prep.).  

3.2.17 Republic of the Congo 

Previously documented AHD records from Congo were almost all concentrated in the north of the country on 

the coast of the Conkouati-Douli National park on the border with Gabon, and a small area to the south of the 

park (Collins et al., 2013; Weir and Collins, 2015). After a hiatus in data collection efforts between 2015 and 

2021, field agents from the Renatura NGO opportunistically documented a total of six separate AHD sightings 

in April 2021, while conducting daily beach-based turtle nesting and track counts in the Conkouati-Douli 

National Park. AHD group size estimates ranged from four to seven individuals. In May 2021, the survey team 

also documented two cases of fatal AHD bycatch in bottom-set artisanal gillnets near the village of Bellelo just 

south of the park. 
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Between June 2024 and June 2025, the NGO Noé, which has managed the Conkouati-Douli National Park since 

2021, followed the same protocol used by Collins et al (2013) to conduct shore-based observations of AHD.  A 

cumulative effort of 270 hours of beach-based survey that covered most of the park’s coastline, yielded only two 

live sightings of AHD, with a maximum of four individuals per group (Makita et al., In prep). Two hours of 

drone surveys in the nearshore areas of the park spread out over 4 different occasions between April and 

September 2025 failed to yield any AHD sightings.  

Noé also conducted small vessel surveys following the CCAHD protocol in the nearshore waters of the 

Conkouati-Douli National Park between July 2024 and January 2026. During 15:30 hours of cumulative boat 

survey effort, no cetaceans were recorded on effort, and only one off-effort sighting of three bottlenose dolphins 

was recorded, with a few additional bottlenose dolphin encounters recorded during the course of other 

surveillance and benthic sampling surveys. 

However, between June 2024 and December 2025 four fatal AHD bycatch events were reported to the 

Conkouati-Douli park staff: a single dolphin that was bycaught in June 2024 was reported by communities to 

park staff on the same day, while an incident involving three individuals that were captured in bottom-set 

gillnets in December 2025 was not reported until February 2026. These were butchered and shared for human 

consumption. A fifth entangled AHD that had been caught in an artisanal bottom-set gillnet near the shore in 

July 2024 was successfully disentangled and released alive by park staff. 

In 2023, Renatura interviewed 167 fishers in 18 villages along roughly 60% of Congo’s entire coastline. Of 

these, 31% indicated that AHD were present based on photos or illustrations. Just under 50% of respondents 

admitted to knowing of cases of bycatch, but interviewers suspected respondents were reluctant to share 

information on this sensitive topic (Fogwan Nguedia et al., 2024, Annex 1; Turvey et al., in prep.). 

In February 2025, Noé staff also interviewed 35 fishers across 13 sites within Conkouati-Douli National Park. 

All respondents reported having observed AHD (locally called “Soumbou nieli”), with most indicating sightings 

occurring once or twice per week. A majority (60%) perceived a decline in dolphin abundance over time, while 

20% reported an increase and 20% no change. Regarding seasonality, 54% associated sightings with the rainy 

season, 43% reported no seasonal difference, and 3% linked sightings to the dry season (Noé, unpublished data). 

Bycatch was reported by 51% of respondents, all involving bottom-set gillnets, though events were consistently 

described as rare and typically limited to one to a few occurrences per fisher. Most bycaught individuals were 

used for personal consumption, with only few reports of sale. Additionally, 37% of fishers reported having 

observed stranded dolphins, but less than half of those events were reported to park authorities. 

 

3.2.18 Democratic Republic of Congo 

To date there have been no confirmed records of AHD in the DRC, which has only ~40 km of coastline, but 

hosts potential AHD habitat within the Congo River Estuary.  Mbungu Ndamba et al. (2023) worked with local 

fishing communities to collect cetacean sightings, strandings and bycatch records between May 2021 and April 

2022. The effort yielded 17 records of at-sea cetacean sightings, and six small cetacean bycatch events, none of 

which included AHD. However, a recently documented sighting from the southern portion of the estuary just 

over the border in Angola (see below), indicates that AHD almost certainly use the estuary and likely cross into 

the DRC. 

3.2.19 Angola 

Previous literature indicated that Atlantic humpback dolphins were only documented from Angola’s southern 

coast in Namibe Province (Van Waerebeek et al., 2004; Weir, 2009; Weir and Collins, 2015). However, recently 

shared records indicate that between 2012 and 2025, five shore-based sightings of live AHD were recorded by 

or reported to one author (M. Morais). These include one confirmed sighting at Farol de Santa Marta, 65 km 

north of where the previously documented sightings occurred, three sightings at Kissembo, north of Luanda, and 

one at the Península da Sereia, at the Congo River mouth on the border with the DRC.  Group sizes ranged from 

2 to 5 individuals, with a mean of 3.4. 
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3.3 Distribution and relative abundance 
Table 5 details the on effort and crude measures of relative abundance of AHD in locations where some form of 

systematic survey effort was applied. Where vessel surveys were conducted, and relative abundance, measured 

as AHD encounters per hour navigated, crude encounter rates were highest in the Bijagos archipelago where 

relatively limited survey effort by a scientific team deployed by a cruise company yielded a relatively high 

number of sightings.  Among areas where systematic transects were conducted using the CCAHD protocol, on-

effort encounter rates were highest in the Delta Saloum, Senegal, with a rate of 1.7 sightings per 100 km of 

survey effort, followed by Mayumba, in Gabon, with 1.2 sightings per 100 km of survey effort.  On-effort 

encounter rates in the Rio Nuñez Estuary-Tristão region of Guinea were much lower with 0.2 sightings per 100 

km of effort, although the high number of off-effort sightings here yielded a higher crude encounter rate of 

sightings per hour of total navigation time than Gabon. All other areas had much lower encounter rates, with 

AHD sightings being extremely rare or not detected at all. 

Fisheries interview surveys yielded mixed results, with high percentages of fishers in some countries claiming to 

recognise AHD and know that they occur in their region, and lower percentages in other countries. Differences 

in how survey locations were chosen (e.g. in Senegal, all interviews were conducted in confirmed AHD habitat, 

while in other countries, interviews were spread along the entire coastline), and variations in fishers’ ability to 

distinguish between AHD and common bottlenose dolphins, likely skewed results. A more systematic and 

refined analysis of interview survey results is underway (Turvey et al., in prep). 

Where systematic beach surveys to document cetacean strandings, fish landing site inspections, or reporting 

apps were used to document bycatch or strandings of cetaceans, AHD consistently made up a very low 

proportion of cetacean carcasses documented, ranging from a complete absence of AHD among cetacean 

carcasses documented in Ghana, Cote D’Ivoire and the DRC (Mbungu Ndamba et al., 2024) to 1.3% of 

carcasses documented in both Cameroon and Senegal.  

Where systematic shore-based survey effort was conducted to document nearshore cetacean sightings, encounter 

rates were very low, although these may have been affected by the height of viewing, as well as weather and sea 

conditions such as swell, which can significantly affect the detectability of dolphins.  
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Table 5. On-effort encounter rates from boat-based surveys and other measures of relative abundance of AHD in 

sites where systematic survey effort was applied. 

** Note that this is a crude interpretation of initial interview survey results from 8 countries where researchers used a 

standardized CCAHD questionnaire. A more refined analysis is underway (Turvey et al. in prep).  1) Trouk Youth 

Association for the Preservation of Dakhla Bay. 2) African Aquatic Conservation Fund 3) HX Expeditions. 4) Biotope 

International with CCAHD, Biotope Guinea and CNSHB. 5) African Marine Conservation Organisation. 6) Gabon National 

Parks Agency (ANPN). 7) Noé Conservation, Conkouati-Douli National Park. 8) Kissama Foundation 9) Institut 

Mauritanien de Recherches Océanographiques et des Pêches (IMROP). 10) Gambia Marine and Environmental 

Conservation Initiative. 11) Society for Marine species Conservation-Liberia. 12) Biodiversity Preservation Center, Uyo. 13) 

Conservation des Espèces Marines 14) University of Cape Coast.  

Location 
Effort 
applied  

AHD 
encounters/rep
orts 

Relative 
abundance 
measure        

Boat-based surveys 
Hours of 
navigation   

AHD 
encounter 
rate per boat 
hour 

AHD on-effort 
encounter rate 
per 100 km 

Mean 
AHD 

group size 
Group 

size range 

South of Morocco (Dakhla Bay)1 380 12 N/A N/A 1.0 1 

Senegal (Saloum Delta)2 665 112 0.17 1.68 11.0 1-40 

Guinea Bissau (Bijagos)3 16 3 0.19 N/A 4.0 1-10 

Guinea (Boffa, Conakry)4 26 0 0.00 0.00 0.0 0 

Guinea (Rio Nuñez-Tristão)4 120 9 0.08 0.20 13.8 1-30 

Cameroon (Kribi)5 27 0 0.00 0.00 0.0 0 

Gabon- Port Gentil6 77 1 0.01 0.26 1.0 1-1 

Gabon - Mayumba6 1,434 8 0.01 1.22 1.5 1-2 

Congo7 15.4 0 0.00 0.00 0.0 0 

Shore-based survey effort 

Hours of 
observation 
effort No. of AHD obs. 

AHD 
encounter 
rate per obs. 
hour   

Mean 
AHD 

group size 
Group 

size range 

Congo -  Conkouati-Douli 7 270 2 0.0074   2.50 2-4 

Angola - Farol de Santa Marta8 3600 1 0.0003   4.00 4-4 

Angola - Kissembo8 630 3 0.0048   3.40 2-5 

Angola - Ponta do Padrão8 630 0 0.0000   0.0 0 

Fisheries Interview surveys 
Fishers 
interviewed 

% say AHD are 
present from 
illustration or 
photo 

% of fishers 
reporting 
they have 
seen AHD      

Mauritania (Banc D'Arguin)9 50 86.0% N/A    

Senegal (Saloum Delta)2 119 72% 39.5%    

The Gambia10 43 0.0% 0.0%    

Guinea4 564 54.1% 29.1%    

Liberia11 140 46.4% 35.7%    

Nigeria12 62 0.0% 88.7%    

Cameroon5 236 24.2% 17.8%    

Gabon6 74 9.5% 33.8%    

Congo7 167 31.1% 15.0%    

Fish landing site sampling 
and/or stranding and bycatch 

reporting networks 

Total 
cetacean 
carcasses 
/obs. 

No.  of AHD 
carcasses /obs. 

% of cetacean 
records that 
are AHD       

Senegal2 550 7 1.3%       

Cote D'Ivoire13 50 0 0.0%    
Ghana14 1075 0 0.0%    
Cameroon5 310 4 1.3%       
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Figure 3 provides a visual representation of the data compiled in this review. Where data was collected as part 

of systematic (and repeated) boat-, shore-or interview-based surveys, we allocated one central point to represent 

the survey area, and used symbols graduated by size to indicate how many sightings were recorded in that area. 

In locations where there was no dedicated survey effort, confirmed AHD sightings, strandings or bycatch events 

were mapped individually and colour-coded to distinguish between live sightings and bycatch/strandings. In 

locations where interview surveys indicated likely AHD presence, a semi-transparent symbol was used to 

indicate possible presence. A separate symbol was used to indicate locations where systematic data collection 

effort was conducted, whether by boat or through fish-landing site inspections, but no AHD were recorded. 

 

Figure 3. Overview of Atlantic humpback dolphin (Sousa teuszii) records compiled between 2015 and 2026, 

including confirmed sightings of live animals, stranding or bycatch events, and indications from interview 

surveys as to whether or not fishers had observed the species in their area.   

4 DISCUSSION 

4.1 Distribution and relative abundance 
The data presented here broadly confirm previous assessments of the AHD range (Van Waerebeek et al., 2004; 

Weir and Collins, 2015; Collins et al., 2025), showing that the range still extends from Dakhla Bay, south of 

Morocco in the north to Angola in the south, although with potentially only one individual remaining in Dakhla 

Bay, the range may be contracting soon.  The status of the population in Mauritania also seems somewhat 

uncertain, with fishers’ reporting recent observations, but indications that the species is less abundant than it was 

in the past.  The new data confirm that the Saloum Delta appears to be a stronghold for AHD, with fairly 

consistent encounter rates over five years of survey effort and within the same range as the 0.018 sightings/km 

reported by Weir (2016).  Group sizes reported in recent surveys were also similar to those reported by Weir (1-

29 individuals, with a mean of 9.3).  However, it is notable that in recent years group sizes larger than 20 

individuals have only been recorded in Senegal and Guinea. The Bijagos archipelago and adjacent estuarine and 

mangrove habitats on the mainland of Guinea Bissau may represent another stronghold, with one short 
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opportunistic survey yielding a high sightings rate, and many lines of anecdotal evidence that the species is still 

common in the areas documented by Leeney (2016) and Weir and Collins (2015). Systematic boat-based survey 

effort is urgently required to confirm the species’ distribution and abundance there.   

The 2022-2024 surveys in Guinea also indicate that the area around the Rio Nuñez estuary and Tristão Islands 

continue to host a population of AHD, as previously documented by Weir (2015) and Bamy et al. (2021). 

Encounter rates from recent surveys fluctuated, but were roughly within the same range as the 0.395 sightings 

/100 km reported by Bamy et al. (2021) and the 0.006 sightings per km reported by Weir (2015), who also did 

not document any sightings in mangrove channels, rivers and creeks - a stark contrast to the Saloum Delta where 

sightings were almost exclusively in these habitats. Interview survey results indicate that the southern coast of 

Guinea, bordering Sierra Leone, merits further investigation, especially in light of ongoing port construction in 

the region.  

The new sighting and bycatch records from Sierra Leone indicate that there may be an as yet un-documented 

population of AHD in and around the Sherbro Estuary. The extensive estuarine and mangrove habitat in this 

region would seem highly suitable for AHD, which merits further investigation. 

The continued lack of confirmed AHD records from Liberia, Cote D’Ivoire and Ghana may represent a 

knowledge gap, or an actual gap in distribution. However, the results of interviews with fishers in Liberia 

indicate that the species may be present in this country where no dedicated survey effort has been undertaken. It 

is also possible that the absence of AHD carcasses in bycatch documented at fish landing sites that are primarily 

used by drift gillnet fishers reflects the offshore nature of these fisheries, and that interviews with communities 

who engage in inshore/coastal artisanal fisheries followed by small boat surveys in seemingly suitable habitat 

(such as the Volta Estuary in Ghana) could still reveal AHD presence. 

The data reviewed here include increased reports of both AHD sighting and stranding records from Togo, 

Benin, Nigeria and Cameroon. The small group sizes of live sightings, coupled with the prevalence of 

bycatch/stranding records and the lack of AHD observations during boat-based surveys in Cameroon and 

Congo, give rise to concern that the populations here are small, and at risk of extirpation. This is also the case in 

Gabon, where sightings during boat-based surveys were very low in the Port Gentil area, but higher in 

Mayumba, close to the border with Congo.  Concerningly, AHD group sizes in both locations were very small, 

and much lower than the range of 7-25 individuals reported by Minton et al. (2017). A potentially declining 

trend in relative abundance is especially concerning in Congo, where Collins et al. (2013) documented 38 

sightings during 136 hours of shore-based effort in 2009, an encounter rate of 0.28 sightings per hour, vs. the 

0.001 sightings per hour documented in 2024-2025.  Furthermore, Collins et al. (2013) observed group sizes of 

up to 35 individuals, while recent observations did not exceed 4 animals per group. It is important to note that 

Collins et al. (2013) reported higher encounter rates during shore-based surveys than boat-based surveys in both 

Gabon and Congo, a finding that is likely associated with the prevailing sea conditions in areas where AHD 

occur along open coastlines. This should be considered when planning further work (see below). 

 

4.2 Conservation status and threats 
The fieldwork results summarised in this review indicate that AHD are extremely rare in almost all of the range 

states studied, other than in the Saloum Delta, Senegal. Even where opportunistic bycatch or stranding records 

provide evidence that the species is present, such as in Cameroon and Congo, recent limited, but systematic boat 

surveys have not yielded sightings since the single sighting documented by Ayissi et al. (2014). The prevalence 

of stranding and bycatch records, direct observations during vessel surveys, and the results of fisheries 

interviews indicate that bycatch in artisanal fisheries poses a serious risk to AHD and is likely causing continued 

declines throughout the species’ range. These findings are consistent with concerns raised in prior reviews (Van 

Waerebeek et al., 2004; Collins et al., 2017; Weir et al., 2021).  In some countries, such as Guinea, coastal 

development linked to mining activities and the associated port construction is drastically altering core AHD 

habitat, including dredging, coastal erosion, increased turbidity and sedimentation, vessel traffic, and underwater 
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noise. Where no systematic survey effort has yet been conducted, AHD populations may be extirpated before 

they can be properly documented. 

4.3 Research and conservation priorities 
Multiple recommendations have been made over the past 20 years highlighting the urgency of research and 

threat mitigation to effectively describe and protect AHD populations throughout the species’ range.  In an IWC 

context these were described in a document presented to the IWC in 2020 (Weir et al., 2020) and further built on 

by the CCAHD (CCAHD, 2020), which was then used to guide the development of the Convention on 

Migratory Species’ Single Species Action Plan (SSAP) for the Atlantic Humpback Dolphin (CMS, 2024) which 

was adopted by the CMS Conference of Parties. The CMS SSAP uses a threat-based approach to identify a wide 

range of actions that would collectively improve the conservation outlook for this Critically Endangered species. 

Although all of these actions are deemed necessary to address the data, capacity and resource gaps hindering 

effective conservation, we focus on those that are most relevant to the IWC Scientific Committee and the results 

of this data compilation effort. 

4.3.1 Research priorities: 

We recommend the following activities as a matter of high priority in the short term: 

• Continuation of field-based survey effort in Senegal, Guinea, Gabon and Congo: NGOs and government 

agencies in these countries have managed to secure funding to support fieldwork, in many cases supported 

by the CCAHD.  Securing long-term funding is challenging, but will be incredibly important now that an 

improved baseline is being established, to monitor trends in absolute and relative abundance, and know 

whether any mitigation measures that are implemented are effective. Continued monitoring of the one 

confirmed ‘stronghold’ population in the Saloum Delta is especially important. 

• Expansion of field-based survey effort: Ideally, all AHD populations would be the focus of long-term 

annual, or even more frequent boat-based monitoring efforts such as those being undertaken in the Saloum 

Delta. Vessel-based surveys to document distribution, abundance and habitat use, incorporating habitat 

parameter sampling and photo-identification to assess ranging patterns and generate mark-recapture 

abundance estimates will allow decision-makers to know where threat-mitigation efforts should be focused. 

This is particularly important in areas where previous studies indicated potentially abundant populations, 

such as the Bijagos Archipelago in Guinea Bissau and the Banc D’Arguin in Mauritania, as well as within 

established MPAs that already have some form of management, and cetacean survey effort can be 

combined with regular park patrols and surveillance. In some areas (Mauritania, Gabon, Congo, Angola) it 

may be more effective to conduct shore-based surveys due to coastal topography, sea conditions and AHD 

habitat use. These are significantly cheaper than boat- based surveys, simpler to implement and may yield 

more informative results (see, for example, Van Waerebeek et al., 2026).  

• Increased capacity and effectiveness of citizen science:  Boat-based surveys are expensive, and in low-

density AHD areas are likely to have very low, or zero encounter rates.  Fishers and industry stakeholders 

who are working in potential AHD habitats regularly and year-round are in an excellent position to 

document AHD occurrence. Use of SIREN or similar smart-phone reporting Apps should be expanded 

throughout the region, and adapted for industry users, along with the necessary training and support for the 

communities that use them. 

• Improved documentation of bycatch and strandings:  The bycatch monitoring programme in Ghana (e.g. 

Okyere et al., 2023) could be replicated in other countries to assess bycatch risk, and the proportion of AHD 

affected by bycatch. The IWC Stranding Initiative has already provided support to AHD range countries in 

the form of webinars and presentations, as well as real-time support during live strandings but more 

structural support and training are required to capitalize on the opportunities to collect detailed data from 

bycatch and stranding events. This should include effective outreach with communities. Prior work in 

Congo has demonstrated that effective community engagement, partnered with effective collaboration with 

law enforcement officials, can lead to voluntary reporting of bycatches by fishers and communities. These 

are captures that are otherwise hidden from view for fear of penalties. 

• Development of an acoustic classifier to allow detection of AHD through passive acoustic monitoring 

(PAM): Another alternative or complement to boat-based field surveys in low density AHD areas is the use 

https://www.cms.int/document/single-species-action-plan-atlantic-humpback-dolphin-sousa-teuszii
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of PAM.  Acoustic recordings collected during AHD encounters should be used to develop species 

classifiers to allow AHD to be distinguished from other sympatric delphinids, which will allow PAM to be 

used as a cost-effective monitoring method for AHD. 

• Bycatch Risk Assessments and mitigation trials:  Bycatch in artisanal fisheries is still considered the 

greatest driver of AHD decline throughout the species’ range.  Where sufficient data is available on the 

distribution of AHD and fishing effort, such as Guinea, Senegal, Gabon, and Congo, Bycatch risk 

assessment (ByRA) (Hines et al. 20200 should be used to assist the development of bycatch mitigation 

strategies that target high risk areas and gears.  Collaboration with the IWC BMI is also recommended to 

conduct mitigation trials using proven low-cost methods suitable for small-scale artisanal fisheries (e.g. 

Sucunza et al., 2024). 

4.3.2 Conservation priorities 

The CMS Single Species Action Plan sets forth a wide range of recommended activities focusing on capacity 

building and improved policy to mitigate threats.  All of these are relevant, but here we focus on a few that seem 

most relevant to the outcomes of this paper and the IWC Scientific Committee: 

• Creation of spatial protection measures in important AHD habitats, and effective enforcement of existing 

MPAs:  Many documented AHD populations are located in existing protected areas.  While large-scale 

commercial fishing in these MPAs is usually prohibited, small-scale artisanal or subsistence fishing is often 

permitted for the communities that live in these areas.  Unfortunately, these small-scale gillnet fisheries are 

primarily associated with AHD bycatch events documented here. Management of protected areas should not 

only focus on prohibition of large-scale industrial activity, but also working with artisanal fishers to develop 

bycatch mitigation measures and use of more selective fishing gears. 

• Improved Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) and mitigation strategies for coastal development 

projects: Coastal development is threatening to irreversibly alter an increasing number of AHD habitats, 

especially where ports and other mining-related facilities, such as those in Rio Nuñez estuary, are being 

constructed or expanded.   The general lack of knowledge and awareness of AHD throughout the species’ 

range results in EIAs not adequately accounting for the impacts of planned projects on dolphins, and those 

responsible for evaluating EIAs not realising that this element is missing. 

4.4 Conclusions 
This review demonstrates extraordinary progress on the short-term priority targets identified for the IWC by 

Weir et al. (2020) and Taylor et al. (2020). This progress has been stimulated in part through the conversion of 

the CMS Concerted Action into a much broader-reaching and range state government endorsed Single Species 

Action Plan, which includes recommendations for improved collaborative data collection, such as the efforts 

that have yielded many of the results presented here. Significant achievements that address recommendations 

include the establishment of a comprehensive long-term AHD research and monitoring programme in the 

Saloum Delta, with replication of the model in other AHD locations, the effective implementation of interview-

based surveys to assess local ecological knowledge in nine range countries, and an expansion of research and 

monitoring capacity and effort throughout the species’ range. All of this has been achieved with relatively little 

funding, and a great deal of volunteer effort from range-state and international scientists and conservation 

organisations. At the same time, this update highlights how precarious the status of the species is, with several 

systematic monitoring efforts yielding very few, or no confirmed AHD records, and a bycatch or stranding 

records indicating an ongoing risk for most populations from ever-expanding fisheries and coastal development. 

The first evidence of a potential population decline using systematic data from Congo provides a stark warning 

of the consequences of continuing inaction in addressing bycatch and other threats to the AHD.  Researchers 

and decision-makers will need to act quickly if we hope to protect the populations that have already been 

documented, and identify and describe others before they are extirpated, which requires a greater investment of 

funding and resources than has been available to date. 
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