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REPORT 0:'>1 THE STATUS OF PHOCAlNA SINUS, NORRIS 
ANO MCFARLAND 1958, IN THE CULF OF CALIFORNIA 

In 1974 Kenneth S. Norris, i11 filler, suggested 1he nectl for ob1ai11ing more informa­
tion conccrning the "vaquita'' (li11ie cow), a local name for the Pygmy Harho1· 
Porpoise, Plwrnena si1111s. One of his students (Brendan P. Kelly, unpublishcd report, 
who made a field s111Tey in December J 974) ,rns intcrested in the study o[ this 
animal, as il is only kno\\'n by the type spccimcn which consisls of onc skull and 
1wo othcr skulls only as paratypes. The typc specimen was collcctcd in the northeastern 
shore of Punta San ,Felipe, Baja California Norte, Gulf o[ California, thc 18 of March 
1950 (Norris ami McFarland, 1958). 

lnterestcd in tite marine mammals ot: Mcxico, l decided to personally conduct thc 
inquiry, initialing my sur\'ey \\'ilh lhc fishcrmcn of Puerto Vallarta, Jalisco, in No,·c111-
ber 1974. Herc nobody k11cw of any marine animal called •óvaquita'', ami as a resuli 
o[ the \'erbal dcscriplion I ga,·c thcm. thcy assured me thcy kncw of no such animal. 
l found similar 1·csults in San Bias, Nayaril. 

On May i. 1!)75, Mr. Adalbcrto Cornejo and I started a scarch for thc "vaquita·· 
aloug the coastlinc of Bahia Kino, Sonora. Mr. Cornejo, al my request, had becn 
previously (1971. l!J72, l!J73) on Rasa Islancl, Gulf o( California, Baja California 
Norlc, t.o look out for thc mariuc hircls - Hccrman's Sea Culls and Royal ami Eleganl 
Tcrns- duriug 1heir brcediug scasons. During our search, we found skulls of other 
mariue mammals. but none of 1he "vac¡ui1a." Not ouc o[ thc fishcrmcn iuterviewecl 
was ahlc.: 10 gi\'c us satisfac1ory information. 

Tiburcio Saucedo Gallardo, who has livcd for many ycars in what today is his 
place of busiuess ';lsland-Marine Trailcr Park", as wcll as his fathcr, 'f'iburcio 
Saucedo Masou, a long residcnt of Kino Viejo, do uot know of any of 1.heir friends 
-fishermcn of this arca- who have e,·er seen Plwrne11a si11·11s. Our dcscription of thc 
animal was 1101 familiar lo lhcm, and Tiburcio Sauccdo Gallardo assured us of 
having secn dolphins, 01her porpoises, sea lions anti whalcs. Conccrning 1hc \\'hales, 
they know them ali as "gray \\'hales" (Eschrichtius rob11st11s). E,·eu if il is lruc 1hat 
a ccrtain uumbcr of thcse cetaccans penctrate inlo tite Gulf of California, lhey Slal'l 
disappearing in March; la ter I he fin whalc (Ba/aenoptern jJhysalus), which secms to 
be a residcnt during most of tite year, becornes rather common. \,Ve saw over 150 
spccirnens in the area studied, 1101ably in 1hc ,·ici11i1y of Cuaymas. 

I anived al Puerto Pei\asco in a small plane, reu1ed in Hermosillo, and 1·csoncd 
to thc family, ucxl of kin a11d fricnds of my late fricnd Mr. Jose Espinosa, who in 
his last ycars livcd al Estero Murúa. Al. Puerio Pei\asco, the resulls were not. any 
bcu.cr. Pcoplc had uo clcar idea of thc "vaquita." Thc "vaqui1a" rnight. havc beeu 
secm during the dccadc of 1he 1940's and one olds1er 1.ricd to cxpl:1iu under what 
circumstances 1hey were seem. They wcrc not observcd in largc groups as usually 
happcns wi1h dolphins which always point 0111. the presence of tuuny-fish-schools. 
He also remembers haviug seem a goocl numbcr of these "vaquitas", but that was a 
loug 1ime ago, not recently. 

The third week of July of thc same year (1975), l. stayed wi1h Mr. Cornejo a 
fortnight on Isla Rasa. During thc cruise between Bahia de los Angeles and thc 
island, I inquircd among the crew of the ship Agustín II if anyone could gi\'c me 
any account of thc ",·aquita." Amires Fuertes, mechanic of the vcssel, was born in 
San Francisquito, in Bahia San Francisquito. Baja California Norte. Thc bay is �ituated 
at Latitude 28º 26' Nonh, Longitude 112º 53' vVest, and its wide mouth opcns t.o 
the northeast betwecn Punta Gabriel on the South and Punta San Francisquito on the 
North. Andres Fuertes has spent his wholc life as a fishcrman in Bahia de los Angeles, 
and has also formcd part of a gToup of turtlc huntel-s who sell their catch to Mr. 
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Antero Diai. Mr. J>iaz is the owner of Casa Diaz in Bahia de los Angeles and o{ thc 
ship Agustin Il and crealor o[ what is now a pleasant tourist resort on thc l'cninsula. 

Based on the aforcmentioned facts, 1 considcr Mr. Fuentes a trustwonhy authority. 
He explained lo 111e lhat around 1910, before thc introduction of the big {ishing 
,·esscls and outboard motors, groups of Phocae11a si11us could be sccn frcquently near 
Bahia de los Angeles and around thc Midriff lslands. After that time, the'y wcrc 
seen kss frequcntly, he assurcd me. Agreeing with l'uertes' statement, another 
member o{ the crew, Jose Villa, told me that, in fact, this animal was known as 
"cochinita'' (local name gi,·en to thc common pig, Sus seroja) . He tole! me that 
onc of the animals had bccn capturcd recently by sorne fishermen of thc ,·illagc, ami 
that it lay at the northern end of the landing strip as it had no local use of any 
sort. After our stay on Isla Rasa came to an eml, we founcl it at the dcscribcd 
spol, but it was a specimen of Tursiof,s sf,. This event bafflcd me. 1 was inclined 
to belive that Phocae,10 si11us was scarcely known and that even Fuertes' inforrnal.io11 
should be considercd with caution. To clari[y this doubt, l again decided to resort 
to Fuertes and to a confron1a1io11 with him, Antero Diaz, and Josc Villa. 1'"uertes 
and Antero Diaz did not hesitatc 10 confirm that thc "vaquita'' was a different 
animal and that Jose Villa had made a mistakc, since the rostral portion of the 
skull of T1trsiops is elo11ga1ed, while in Plwcae11a si,111s it is short. Bolh were convin­
ccd o{ knowing the difícrence hctween the ··,·aquita'' and the "cochinita", being 
ablc to tell them easily apart, c,·c11 while in 1110,·ement, swimming in shallow water, 
or at times near the boals. 

During the months o( April, May, ami )une o( this year (1976), 1 have lried 
more insistently 10 find further data 011 thc l'igmy Harhor l'orpoise in 1he northern 
pan o( the Gulf of California. �ly cfforts are duc in part 10 my own interest i11 
this matter, but also in ans"·er 10 a rcquest from Mr. John R. T\\·iss, Jr., Exccutive 
Director o( thc Marine Mammal Commissio11, who is imcrestcd i11 ha\'i11g informatio11 
1hat could contribute tu clarifying the prese11t status o( this species. 

With 1hc fi11a11cial s11pport of thc Natio11al Council of Sciencc ami Tech11ology 
(COXACyT) ancl thc facilities of rite Research Vcssel Dolphin from 1he Scripps 
lnstitutio11 o[ Oceanography, the group lcf1 C11aymas Jlarbor on the 9th o{ April. 
1976. Thc Dolphin stopped at Puerto Refugio (Northcrn end of Isla Angel de la 
Guarda) fo,· 1wo days a11d anchorcd finally off Isla Rasa. 011 this island a tcam 
o[ researches from thc Uni,·ersity o( Michigan, State Uni,ersity o( :'\ew York, Indiana 
State University, ali(! U11h·ersi1y of California, joi111ly co11duc1ccl a program 1'0 study 
the bio-physiology o( thc cmhryonic de,·elopment o{ /,arns hecrnw1111i ancl L. oc­
cidenta/i.,. Amo11g them, Dr. Gcorgc A. Hartholomew is thoroughl) familiar with 
the ficld charac1cristics o{ 1hc genus Phocne11n ali() is ahle to rccog11i1c P. si111ts on 
sight. 

'either tluri11g thc aho\'c-mcn1io11ecl cruisc nor during our stays ucar Jsla Rasa 
aurl Isla Cardonosa were \\'C able to cletect any spccimeu of this small marine 
mammal. We returned to Guaymas llarbor 011 April 30th. passing betwecn the 
islands of San Estebau, San Pedro Martir, and others. Duri11g this period of 20 
days, only negative results ca11 he reponed. 

Dr. Banholomcw 101<1 me onc fact \\'hich should he pointcd out: he vaguely 
rcmembcrs seeing sume Phorae11a while in 1hc company o{ K. S. Norris at or 11ear 
Topolobampo. He did 11ot quite recall tite circumstances under which 1he animal 
or animals wcre sec11. bul offered to look for the report among his fielcl data rccords. 

The rccords of thc l'ygmy Harbor Porpoisc consigned i11 the literaturc are causal. 
Nclson (1899) menlions that "they were always see11 in thc bell of shallow discolored 
water within a short distancc o{ the shore". Accordiug to whar I can infcr from the 
salt'ce data at my disposition, they ha,·e heen seen only arou11d some islands or 
ncar the coast of the orthweslern Mexico Mainlaud and Eastern side oí the Penín­
sula of Baja California, in shallow waters as the following account shows: 

Jnvited by thc technical staff of thc Sonora-Arizona Desen Museum, l startcd a 
new trip the 22nd of May, 1976. ,.ve left Bahía Kino, Sonora, on board the Agustin 
11, commanded by its owner Anlero Diaz, which had been anchored since thc 20th, 
wail.ing for us. The members of the crew were the same men whom I had alrcady 
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mct and tr,l\·eled with ou former occasions, among them )ose Villa and Andrcs 
Fucncs. 

On this rnyage wc stopped at lcast for 24 hours at thc following places: 

Isla San Pedro Manir; on to Bahía de las Palomas (a fcw kilomcters north o[ 
San Francisquito); Bahía Blanca (North of Punta Ballenas), and Jlahia de San 
Rafael. Ali of thesc places are situated 011 thc East Coast of the Península of Baja 
California. After that we stopped at lsl::t San Lorenzo, Isla Partida or Carclonosa; 
Isla Rasa (sccond visit cluring thc same scason); Bahia de los Angeles ancl Puerto 
Refugio (passing through Canal de Jlallenas). In Puerto Refugio, in thc north end 
of Isla Angel de la Guarda, we stayed 72 hours to visit Isla Alcatraz aud latcr El 
Pulpito Bay, Las Palmas Canyon ancl Viboras Hay (ali on Angel de la Guarda 
Island). From thcre we hcaded towarcl Isla Patos. North of Isla Tiburon and near 
the West Coast of Sonora. The Agustin JI cast anchor in Agua Dulce Bay on the 
north encl of Isla Tiburon. On the way from Auge! de la Guarda lsland to Patos 
Island, we saw 20 fin whalcs, one killer whalc, many sharks ancl a big school of 
sardine accompaniecl by a great uumber o[ dolphius ancl sea Jious. Aftcrward, coasting 
along the western portion of Tiburon lsland, we set course toward Islan San Lorenzo. 
There we stayecl long enough to ill\·estigate some canyous which hacl bcen virtually 
uucxplorecl. vVe passed through Bahía de los Perros, south cncl of Isla Tiburon, 
crossing the waters closc t.o Isla El Cholluclo and Isla Datil (Turner lsland 011 some 
maps). We rcturncd to Kino, our starting point, on June 5, 1976, finishing a trip 
of more than 400 statute miles. 

During our 15 day cruisc, we ouly saw fü·e spccimens of Ph.ocae11a sinus, the first 
one discovcred by Andres Fuertes near El Carrizo Cove in San Rafael Bay. This is 
a large, opc11 by situatcd betwcen Punta ele San l'rancisquito and a point about 16 
miles northwest; the shores of the bay arca compriscd chicfly of sand beaches. The 
bay affords good protection against southerly wincls. In thc southern part therc are 
depths of 40 fathoms at a mile from the shorc, whilc in the northern and western 
portions, at thc samc distauce oH-shorc, thc dcpths rangc from 10 to 20 fathoms. 
In this portion of thc bay, the single specimen of Pygmy Harbor Porpoise was seen. 
Thc coast is comprised of bluffs closely hackccl by mountains from San Rafael Bay 
to Punta de las Animas, 14 miles northwestward. 

Two more Pygmy Harbor Porpoises were sce11 in Los Angeles Bay locatcd about 
50 miles northwestwanl of Bahia de San Francisquito (San Francisquito Bay) and 
about 6:'í miles southcastward o( lfahia San Luis Gonzaga (Saint Louis Gonzaga Bay) 
in a position on thc western shore of Canal de Jlallenas, approximatcly opposite thc 
sout:heastern encl o[ Angel de la Guarda Island. The shores oE the bay area wcre for 
the most part sandy, with bcachcs intcrruptcd by severa) rocky bluffs. Shallow water 
cxtcncls sorne distaucc ofíshorc in the southcrn part o[ the hay. Thcre are three 
dccp. sa[e passagcs lcacling into thc bay. When approaching fron, the southeast, 
Isla Cabeza de Caballo (Horse Hcad Islancl), o( clark-reddish color and 75 m high, 
ancl its two small satellites Iying closc southward, Islas de los Gemelos o los Herma­
nitos (Twin lslands or Brothers' Islands) 16 to 20 m high, define the southernmost 
passage iuto Jlahia de los Angeles. The chauncl, which is clcar of dangcrs and which 
has a depth of 20 to 30 fathoms, lics bctwccu Punta Roja, a redclish rocky bluff, 
ancl the two srnall islcts, Los Gemelos, about 66 m northward. It is not necessary 
to describe the other two passages. Thc Pigmy Harbor Porpoisc wcre seen southward 
of Isla Cabeza ele Caballo, whcn we wcrc heading to thc place where the Agustín 
II was anchored. (For furthcr informatiou on thc bay, see Lewis and Ebeling, 1971.) 

The last two Pygmy Harbor Porpoisc spccimens werc sceu on the south side of 
Isla Rasa (Rasa Islancl), iu shallow waters near the south beaches, just in thc same 
place where wc speut 12 days iu thc vcsscl Dolphiu. Isla Rasa, a small island barely 
30 m high, is situatcd bctwecu Isla Sal Si Puedes (Cet Out Of lt If You Can Island) 
and Isla Partida (Brokeu Islam!) or Cardoual Islam!. Fishennen usecl to call this 
island just Partida. Isla Rasa is whitcncd birdlime -thc dcposit of countless thousands 
of scabircls that breed cluring springtime in its rocky tcrrain- but the island is, 
uevertheless, difficult to makc out until closely approachcd. The shores consist 
chiefly of mo<lcrately high bluffs with detached rocks closc by. Anchorage can be 
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obtained about 600 yards offshore on the south side o[ the isla11d, in dcpths of 5 
to 8 Cathoms over a gravel ancl 1·ocky bottom. The Pygmy Harbor Porpoisc were sce11 
just on the south sicle, swimming not far from the Agustín 11, ancl apparently 
hovering about the island. We saw thcm twice passing in front of thc vcssel, pcrmit· 
ting me to verify the small sizc of thc animals, t.he very dark dorsal surface \vith a 
small J.riangular dorsal [in, and hlowing \\'ith thc charactcristic loud pnff. 

On our long travcls which co,·crccl almost ali thc islands of the California Gulf 
Midriff, we expccted t.o mcct a great.er 11umber o[ Pygmy Harbor Porpoisc. lt is 
logist.ically very difficult to caplllre spccimcns, as thcy are see11 whc11 one Jeast 
cxpects thcm, a11d thcy tcnd to disappcar sudde11ly. 

l would likc to point out that a few days beforc, the Agustin 11, with thc samc 
crew ami a group of memhcrs of t.hc Board of Dircctors o[ thc So11ora-Arizona 
Desert Museum on board, CO\'crcd a similar itincrary. The crcw had thc assig11mc11t 
of recording the prescnce of the '"vaquita'' whercc,·cr it should be observed, ancl 
made no reconli11gs. 

CONCLUSIONS 

1. In reports previous to this onc, sighting rccords of spcc1me11s of Pl,orae11a sim1s 
havc been given, permilling us to assign them a distribution in the subtropical 
watcrs of the uppcr pan of the Gulf of California or Sea of Cortcz, "ami probably 
extending into trnly tropical seas around the Tres Marias lslands and Banderas 
Bay, Jalisco, Mexico" (Norris and McFarland, op. ril .) . lt is belie\'cd to have bcen 
seen by Scammon i11 the last ccmury as far south as Ba11deras Bay and the Pingito 
River, Jalisco, Mcxico (Scammon, 1974). Summing up thc arca of distribution, the 
southern part of the Gulf of California formerly included: Topolobampo Harbor, 
Conception Bay, Puerto San Carlos ami Punta San Felipe (Norris and McFarland). 
Orr (1969) rccordcd an additio11al spccimcn found 011 a bcach approximately 47 
m north of Puertocitos, as recently as August 18, 1968. Sce Map. l. 

2. The rcpons ol>tai11cd from old fishcrmc11 indicatc t hal thesc a11imals were very 
abundant in thc arca dcscribed abo,·c. lt is, 11c,·ertheless, uccessary to slatc thal 
most scicntists agrcc that linlc about the biology of P. sinus is k11ow11. It is also 
evident that lhc popu!ations o[ thcse a11imals are scientifically poorly known. Thcre 
are few records o[ li,·e animals, ancl thcsc are visual recordings. ,-vhen a real intercst 
in their study arosc duri11g tite Jast [ew years, thc only point wcll indicated was 
that, through tite act.ion of man, this spccies was seriously c11da11gered. 

This vicw is corroboraled by the rcsults of the field survcy done by Kelly (1975) 
in his unpublishcd report as wcll as by rcsults obtained by mysclf in 1974, 1975, and 
1976, and included i11 this rcport. 

The [ivc spccimcns wcrc ol>served in spring and at the beginning of thc summcr 
of 1976 a[ter an intense search. Threc (onc of thcm solitary) were observed near 
lhe shores of the Pcninsula of Baja California, the othcr two near small Isla Rasa, 
reconCirming previous obsc1Talion of thc animals swimming in shallow watcrs. 

3. lf the populalio11 of thesc animals was once "abundanl", tht:11 surely it has 
suffered from the impact of the int:e11si[ied [ishing activit.ies which began arou11d 
1940 when motor boat.s and ships gave fishermen more speed a11d mobility. For 20 
ycars, big fishing flccts, inclucling clomcstic and foreign units (Japancsc, Russian, 
Engfüh, ami American) practic;ally climinated the shrimp and many specics of fish 
of great commercial n1lue, among which were the "totoaba" (Cynoscion macdonaldi), 
sardincs, tuna, and marine turtles. 

To t.his must be added the Joss of nutrienls formerly brought into the Gul[ 
in great quantities by thc Colorado Rivcr aml those 2:'í rivers of the Mexican 
mainland. The watcrs of thcse rivers wcre withheld by big dams, to be uscd for 
agricultura! purposes in thc Imperial Valley of the United States and in Sonora 
and Sina'oa. Mexico. 
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4. This explai11s why thc you11gcr fisherme11, from whom wc tricd to cxact 
data 011 Phoraena si11us, had 1101hi11g to tell us. Eithcr thcy havc simply not scc11 i1, 
they do 1101 carc about it if they do sce it because of its greatly red11ced pop1ila· 
tions. l t  is lhc oldcr fishcrmen who remembcr it, and of these, vcry fcw arc availa-
ble to a scie11 tist. 

5. l t  is 1hcrcforc 11cccssary 10 declare Plwrae11a sin11s a spccies seriously 1hrea1ened 
ami to look for atlequate mcans of savi11g it [rom complete cx1i11c1io11. 1 am s11rc 
therc still is a11 aclcquate pop11la1io11 to make a comcback. Lct 11s have in mi11d 
thc case o[ Mirmmga r111gustirostris, thc elcphant sea!. a11cl of Esch1·ichtius robustus, 
the gray whalc, which were considcred extinct at 1hc e11d of thc last ce111ury, 
ancl that 11ow h:n e maclc a good co111eback. JC the adequa1e mea ns are 11ot takcn 
to san: Phocae11a �i11us, thc case o[ Stellcr's sea cow (Hyrirodr1111a/is ste/Leri, whose 
cnd was i11cxorahly define<! only 27 years aíter man discovered its existencc), will 
repc:11 itsclf. 

Phorae11a si11us was disco,·ercd as a 11cw species in 1958 at a time whe11 its popu· 
lations werc most surcly alrcacly declining. �ow in 011ly 17 years, it is on the bon.ler 
of ex1.i11c1io11. 
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