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1. Introduction

A short meeting of the Comité Internacional para la Recuperacion de la Vaquita (CIRVA Express — 2) was
held by teleconference on September 26, 2017. The meeting was chaired by Lorenzo Rojas-Bracho and
Barb Taylor. Peter Thomas and Randy Reeves served as Rapporteurs.

2. Vaquita CPR

Given the deaths of at least seven vaquitas since CIRVA-8 (November 2016) and the high levels of illegal
fishing activity in the Upper Gulf of California, CIRVA-9 (April 2017) concluded that “the only hope for
the survival of the species in the short term is to capture vaquitas and bring them into human care.”
Therefore, CIRVA strongly endorsed the Vaquita Conservation, Protection and Recovery Program
(Vaquita CPR) as presented to that meeting. CIRVA-9 recommended that as many individual vaquitas as
possible be captured in October and November 2017 and held until the Upper Gulf is safe for their
return, which based on current conditions could be many years hence. CIRVA recognized, and continues
to recognize, that the risks of capture and captive maintenance are high, but these are greatly
outweighed by the continuing risk of entanglement in gillnets in the wild. CIRVA emphasizes that this is
likely to be the last chance to save the species from extinction.

Cynthia Smith of the National Marine Mammal Foundation (NMMF) reported on the implementation of
Vaquita CPR since the last report at CIRVA-9. The basic elements of the program remain as described in
Annex 5 of the CIRVA-8 report and Annex 7 of the CIRVA-9 report. Since April 2017 the NMMF has
moved ahead, under a research agreement with SEMARNAT / CONABIO, and with a carefully assembled
team of experts, to further refine and put into operation a comprehensive program to find, catch, and
house vaquitas. Both on-land and on-water facilities to temporarily house vaquitas have been designed
and constructed. These on-land facilities are now operational and ready to receive vaquitas. Completion
of the on-water facilities was delayed by tropical storms, but they are expected to be operational by
October 12", Highly qualified teams have been identified to carry out the field tasks of Vaquita CPR to
find, catch, and care for vaquitas. As of the date of this report, team members are beginning to arrive in
San Felipe to prepare for a field season that will run from 12 October to 10 November.

Funding for this work has been secured from the Mexican government and several non-governmental
institutions. In particular, funds from SEMARNAT/ CONABIO (US $3 million) and the Association of Zoos
and Aquariums (US $1,200,000) in the United States have allowed Vaquita CPR to move forward.



Despite broad support for the project from an additional suite of donors, a shortfall of US $387,000
remained as of September 26, even as the teams begin to deploy.

CIRVA welcomes the report on Vaquita CPR and applauds the outstanding work that has been carried
out by SEMARNAT, NMMF, and the entire Vaquita CPR team to prepare for the field season. CIRVA
acknowledges with gratitude the hard work of many dedicated and talented people who have come
together to support and execute this program. The leadership of the program has identified the most
qualified people to lead each field team; each team, whether to find, catch, or care for vaquitas, consists
of the very best experts, each with a unique set of skills and experience.

Despite this strong planning for success, CIRVA notes with great concern the shortfall in funding to
cover the core field season from October 12 to November 10, 2017. Failure to secure the full USS$ 5
million needed will compromise the field effort. If the shortfall is not met, it will likely be necessary to
curtail the project after only three weeks. This would preclude taking full advantage of the short autumn
weather window and diminish the likelihood of success in finding and catching vaquitas before the next
fishing season. CIRVA has full confidence and trust in the commitment of the Mexican government and
the ability and judgment of the leadership of Vaquita CPR and the teams they have assembled. We
strongly recommend that donors step forward to fill the funding gap as a matter of urgency.

Securing funds for the immediate autumn 2017 field season has been the foremost challenge for
Vaquita CPR fundraising efforts. Two other budget items must be considered once the immediate
priority to fully fund the core field season has been met.

First, the task of rescuing vaquitas from extinction is a long-term project. Success at finding, catching,
and bringing vaquitas into temporary care is only the first phase of the effort to ensure the survival of
the species. The second phase of the project, which will begin once vaquitas are in temporary housing
and have proven to be amenable to long-term holding, will require a more permanent sanctuary facility
near the newly constructed land-based facility in San Felipe. The estimated cost of designing and
building a long-term sanctuary in 2018 and caring for the animals for that year is US $6 million. With
successful capture and care of vaquitas, fundraising for long-term care will become an immediate
priority.

Second, given the urgency of Vaquita CPR’s mission and the short time window available to search for
and catch vaquitas, the practicalities and funding requirements of extending the planned one-month
field season for one or two weeks are under consideration. Whether such an extension would be viable
is contingent on full funding of the core field season, the experience and success of the core field
season, and the early availability of sufficient funds to support such an extension. The estimated cost of
extending by one week is US $600,000, with costs roughly doubling with each additional week.

3. Acoustic Monitoring

CIRVA received a preliminary report on the acoustic monitoring conducted in the vaquita refuge in 2017.
A comprehensive visual and acoustic survey was last conducted in 2015, when the 2-year ban on gillnets
began, and produced a population estimate of about 60 vaquitas alive at the time (CIRVA-7). A year
later, the results of the regular passive acoustic monitoring program suggested that the population had



been reduced by half and that only about 30 vaquitas remained (CIRVA-8). Since that time, hundreds of
active illegal totoaba nets have been recovered, together with seven dead vaquitas.

To provide insight into the current status of the population, therefore, the passive acoustic monitoring
program was implemented again between June and August 2017. The regular grid, composed of 46
sampling stations, was extended to include a total of 87 sites, thus covering practically the entire area of
the Vaquita Refuge as well as some areas immediately outside the Refuge (Figure 1). C-PODs were first
deployed on June 14, and checked and replaced as necessary on two occasions until their retrieval in
late August. The sampling grid is still active, and C-PODs will be retrieved in late September, before the
Vaquita CPR field effort begins.

Between June 16 and August 24 at least 40% of the sampling sites were operational, with some days
when more than 90% of the sites were operational (Figure 2). Causes of lost data included theft of
moorings and C-POD failures. For the whole sampling period, several sites recorded no vaquita acoustic
activity. In general, vaquita acoustic activity was present in the western and southern portions of the
Refuge, with some activity also in the northeastern portion. Acoustic activity appeared to be greater
during nighttime than daytime.

A comparison between the first part of the season (June 19 — July 19) and second part (July 20 — August
19) suggests a shift in vaquita distribution toward the east within the Refuge. These observations and
any additional acoustic information collected just prior to the start of the Vaquita CPR field season will
be used to guide the effort to find vaquitas. Overall, the results of the passive acoustic monitoring
program suggest that the population decline continued unabated from 2016 to 2017.

4. Next Steps

CIRVA agreed to meet face-to-face in early December 2017 to evaluate results of the Vaquita CPR field
season, further discuss the results of acoustic monitoring, and consider in depth the situation with
respect to fishing activities and their impact on vaquitas.
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