TDP Research Data questions answered by Kim Urian of Duke University, caretaker of MABDC (Mid-Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphin Catalog) which is one of two databases that contains TDP data. The other database, also located at Duke University, is OBIS-SEAMAP (Ocean Biogeographic Information System-Spatial Ecological Analysis of Megavertebrate Populations). This database includes all the marine mammals and seaturles around the world.  

 

What have you learned about dolphins in the past twenty years?  

KIM: 
We have learned a great deal about the movement and residency patterns of bottlenose dolphins along the east coast.  By identifying individual animals using photo-identification methods, we are able to track dolphins over time and document their movement patterns.  We have learned that the population structure of dolphins in the southeastern U.S. is much more complicated than we thought 20 years ago.  Our improved understanding is the result of information from long-term datasets collaboration among different research efforts.  In many areas, such as the estuarine waters of Georgia, bottlenose dolphins are resident and have small home ranges.  It is still not clear how much mixing occurs between the resident dolphins that spend most of their time in the estuarine waters, with dolphins that spend most of their time in the coastal water

 

How do you integrate your dolphin photos with those of other research organizations?  What are the results?

KIM:
The Dolphin Project, Inc. has contributed to the Mid-Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphin Photo-Identification Catalog (MABDC) since 1997 and has provided images of bottlenose dolphins from their photo-identification surveys in the coastal waters of Georgia. The MABDC is a co-operative research effort designed to improve our understanding of the population biology of bottlenose dolphins along the U.S. east coast.  The Catalog relies on the efforts of independent researchers who contribute images and associated data.  The MABDC includes data and images from 20 researchers from New Jersey to central Florida, and the photo-identification catalog maintained by the TDP is one of the longest continuous efforts along the east coast, so their contribution has been especially important to our work.

 

How does your dolphin research compare with other dolphin studies along the eastern U.S. coast and elsewhere in the world?

KIM: 
 The MABDC relies on images and data contributed by independent field biologists, so the quality of submissions varies from site to site.  The contributions of the TDP research team have been of excellent quality, reflecting their careful attention to detail and organization.  In addition, the TDP contributes their dolphin sighting data to the OBIS-SEAMAP Populations, (http://seamap.env.duke.edu/datasets/detail/304) which is accessible to scientists, managers, and school children.  TDP consistently demonstrates a willingness to collaborate, and make their data available to help us understand the ‘big picture’, as well as conserve local dolphin populations.

 

What is the family structure of dolphins you've observed and photographed?  Their migration patterns?  

KIM:
Of TDP’s dolphins included in the MABDC, some matches have been made to other research groups and others were matched to a previous effort in Georgia, with sighting records of those individuals going back as far as 1987.  This supports the existence of long-term residents in The Dolphin Project study area, and will allow us to identify female dolphins (by their repeated association with a calf) and possible male pairs which has been documented in other populations of dolphins (Sarasota, FL-Randy Well’s work), by documenting a lack of association with a calf over the years and a high association.  The MABDC has grown since the previous submission of images from the TDP, so the ongoing systematic comparisons among sites will continue to provide more detailed information on the movement and residency patterns of dolphins in Georgia.

 

