Dear Director 
Effects of captivity on cetaceans 

Studies show that whales and dolphins in captivity have a lower life span and a higher infant mortality than wild dolphins.  Therefore, whales and dolphins are still captured from the wild from populations about which little is known and which may suffer detrimental effects as a result of the removal of individuals.  Capture methods can also be very cruel and stressful; many animals may die at the capture site or during transportation. 

Confinement in captivity of dolphins and other cetaceans can alter their behaviour so radically that captives cannot depict a true sense of their species. Dolphins are free-living creatures used to travelling many tens of kilometres a day. In captivity they are forced into relative idleness in an artificial environment where their behaviour is controlled and subdued by humans. They are made to interact with species and individuals they would normally avoid in the wild and whose presence may cause them stress and discomfort and who may display aggression towards them or provoke aggressive behaviour in them. Such displays of character may also occur between dolphin and human visitor or trainer. Captive displays can never truly demonstrate the complex lives of whales and dolphins nor the natural environment they are designed to inhabit.

These facts are supported by the Australian Senate Select Committee on Animal Welfare, who, in their report of 1985, found that cetaceans in captivity suffered stress, behavioural abnormalities, high mortalities, decreased longevity and breeding problems.

Confinement in captivity can seriously compromise the welfare and survival of all types of cetacean. A study was undertaken for the International Marine Mammal Association in 1997 to compare the survival rates of captive and free-ranging cetacean species. This study revealed that the annual survival rate and calculated life expectancy of free-ranging bottlenose dolphins and killer whales were significantly higher than those derived for captives, in each data set. 

Dolphin – Human Interactions

WDCS has many concerns relating to the interaction between visitors and dolphins in captive facilities. These include the welfare of the animal (including the lack of respite these programmes offer from forced interaction and the potential for injury and mental disturbance from irresponsible human behaviour), the risk of aggression towards people and the potential for disease transmission between human and dolphin. 

In captivity, dolphins cannot escape from human swimmers when they do not want to interact with them.  Some dolphins have been observed demonstrating signs of alarm when they were in close proximity to swimmers and nails and jewellery can damage dolphins’ delicate skin. Swimmers in swim-with-the-dolphins programmes have been known to incur bites, bruises, scratches, abrasions and broken bones for example: In June 2003, a Japanese newspaper reported that a woman had sued a hotel in Taiji, Japan for injuries she sustained, including several broken bones in her ribcage and back, after a dolphin smashed into her during a swimming-with-dolphins encounter at the hotel. 

A recent study carried out by WDCS into dolphin/visitor interactions at marine parks in America recorded many incidents of aggressive behaviour by captive cetaceans towards human visitors such as threats, biting and butting. This study also raises serious concerns regarding the potential for the transmission of disease between human visitors and captive cetaceans. 

We respectfully urge you to reconsider promoting captive dolphin facilities to your customers.  If you would like any further information you can visit www.wdcs.org/captivity .   

Yours Sincerely

