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Abstract Compared to other stretches of the New
Zealand coast, very little is known about the
cetacean fauna off the West Coast of the South
Island. The purpose of this paper is to describe the
near-shore distribution and abundance of dolphins
in that area by summarising the results of two major
studies. Between February 1995 and February 1997,
97 day trips were undertaken from Westport,
Greymouth, and Jackson Bay in a small boat to
survey the near-shore distribution of dolphins.
Between July 1994 and February 1997, 283 field
days were spent on the water in Doubtful Sound
studying the local bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops
truncatus) population of c. 63 individuals. At the
same time, three longer surveys were undertaken
into other fiords of Fiordland which indicated the
presence of further populations. Altogether, five
delphinid species were recorded in various
abundances. Small-medium-sized groups of
Hector's dolphins (Cephalorhynchus hectori) with
1-60 individuals were observed in almost all areas
of Westland in winter as well as in summer.
Maximum densities peaked at 5-18 individuals per
nautical mile of coastline between Cape Foulwind
and Hokitika. Dusky and common dolphins
(Lagenorhynchus obscurus and Delphinus delphis)
occurred almost exclusively in summer in groups
of 2-150 individuals, often with calves, especially
at Cape Foulwind and Jackson Head. Bottlenose
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dolphins {Tursiops truncatus) and killer whales
(Orcinus orca) were observed rarely off Westland,
but occurred more frequently in Fiordland.
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INTRODUCTION

The productive waters around New Zealand are
habitat for a high diversity of cetaceans. Almost
half of all known species have been recorded here
at one point or another (Gaskin 1968a, 1972; Baker
1972,1990; Dawson 1985). Despite this, what little
is known about the distribution and abundance of
cetaceans along the West Coast of the South Island
comes mainly from standings. The "cetacean file"
of the West Coast Conservancy, for example,
contains 74 stranding records between 1984 and
1996, mostly of Hector's dolphins
(Cephalorhynchus hectori) previously caught in
setnets. Excluding Hector's dolphins, the only two
live cetacean sightings were of Southern right
whales (Eubalaena australis) in July 1988 and
August 1996 (D. Neale, Department of
Conservation, Hokitika pers. comm.).

In the recent scientific literature, there are only
six published accounts of living cetaceans off the
West Coast of the South Island. Gaskin (1968a)
charted the distribution of cetacean sightings
between 1962 and 1964. In the summer of 1970,
Webb (1973a) observed six species 2-370 km off
the coast from a Japanese longliner. In 1973, Morzer
Bruyns & Baker described the Hector's dolphin's
range on the West Coast as Hokitika to Westport,
but also remarked that the absence of more southerly
records could be a result of the coast being "very
isolated and [having] few observers" (Morzer
Bruyns & Baker 1973: 134). Fifteen years later,
Cawthorn (1988) and Dawson & Slooten (1988)
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Fig. 1 Map of the South Island
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made independent estimates of the total number of
Hector's dolphins between Farewell Spit and
Jackson Head. Cawthorn's estimate, based on
opportunistic sightings, strandings, and incidental
catches, came to 650-700 dolphins; whereas
Dawson & Slooten's estimate, based on a single
continuous, coastal strip survey in the summer of
1984/85, was 1320 individuals. In the deep-water
fiords of Fiordland National Park, several more or
less resident populations of bottlenose dolphins
(Tursiops truncatus) live at the southern distribution
limit of this species. Between 1990 and 1992,
Williams et al. (1993) studied the population in
Doubtful Sound and estimated its size to be c. 58
(95% C.I. = 41-62) individuals.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Geographically and bathymetrically the West Coast
of the South Island can be differentiated into
Westland (Farewell Spit to Martins Bay) and
Fiordland (Milford Sound to Puysegur). Westland's
shoreline provides an extensive shallow water
belt (usually 1-5 nautical miles wide within the

30 m-depth contour line) whereas Fiordland is
famous for its steep underwater cliffs dropping
vertically to depth of over 100 m in many areas
(Fig. 1).

Between February 1995 and February 1997,
portions of the coastal waters of Westland were
surveyed five times (by S. B.) for 4-6 weeks at a
time. During the summers of 1994/95,1995/96, and
1996/97 as well as the winters of 1995 and 1996, a
total of 97 days (= 484.7 h) was spent on the water
searching for dolphins from a 4.5 m aluminium boat
launched from either Westport, Greymouth, or
Jackson Bay (Table 1). Survey trips lasted for 2-11
h (typically covering up to 46 nautical miles of
shoreline) and were carried out only in favourable
weather conditions (sea state < 3 Beaufort). The
three study sites extended from Karamea (41° 16'S,
172°05'E) to Dolomite Point at Punakaiki (42°07'S,
171° 19'E), from Dolomite Point to Ross (42°51'S,
170°50'E), and from Arnott Point (43°43'S,
169°13'E) to Big Bay (44°20'S, 167°59'E). During
the surveys, most of the time was spent within 1
nautical mile and all of it within 5 nautical miles
from shore. Every time a group of dolphins was


