Spinner dolphins in Hawaii: Biology, Abundance and Distribution

Basic Biology

Spinner dolphins (Stenella longirostris) are small delphi-
nids that range in length from 120 cm (4 ft) to 210 cm (7
ft) and weigh 45-75 kg (100-160 Ibs). They have slender
bodies, a relatively flat melon, and a long, narrow, well-
defined beak.The general body color pattern includes a
dark dorsal cape, lighter gray sides, and a white or light
gray belly. The upper jaw is gray, and the lower jaw is
white; the beak has a dark tip,and there is a dark border
along the mouthline.

Abundance - L

Currently, we know very little about the abundance and
stock structure of spinner dolphins that inhabit the Ha-
waiian Islands. The most recent estimate (2002) of spin-
ner dolphins (3,351) comes from a ship line-transect
survey carried out within the U.S. Exclusive Economic
Zone (EEZ) waters surrounding the Hawaiian Islands. The
most closely studied population of spinner dolphins, for
which published data exists, is located around the island
of Hawaii. Researchers concluded that the local popula-
tion was open and that certain individuals moved regu-
larly in and out of different areas. Certain recognizable in-
dividuals, though, consistently used particular areas
around the island for resting.

Limited genetic information suggests that spinner dol-
phin populations may be reproductively isolated from
one island to the next. The use of photo-id to support
this will be extremely useful in determining how best to
manage the species.

Understanding individual habitat use patterns is an im-
portant part of determining critical areas (i.e., those areas
which should be the focus of protection). If each Island
supports a separate and “residential” population, then it is
important that management decisions reflect this.
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Distribution

Spinner dolphins occur throughout the tropics and the subtropics. Four sub-species are recognized
and include the eastern spinner (Stenella longirostris orientalis), the Central American spinner (S./. cen-
troamericana), the dwarf spinner (S.1. roseiventris), and the southwestern or “whitebelly” spinner (S./. lon-
girostris). Stenella longirostris longirostris are the most widely distributed and are centered around oce-

anic islands of the tropical Atlantic, Indian, and the western and central Pacific Oceans. The Hawaiian
spinner is a member of this subspecies.

Within the Hawaiian Archipelago spinners are found around all of the main Hawaiian Islands and are
also found at some of the Northwest Hawaiian Islands (e.g., Midway, Kure, Pearl and Hermes Reef and
French Frigate Shoals). It is possible that the carrying capacity of spinner dolphins is determined by

the size and distribution of usable rest areas. The main Hawaiian Islands are large and offer many po-

tential resting areas. The Northwest Hawaiian Islands are small, insular atolls with limited availability of
suitable resting sites.
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