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Common dolphins – Delphinus 

• Some populations world-wide are listed as endangered by 

IUCN  – e.g. Mediterranean Sea 

• Within NZ – abundance, distribution, range remain unknown

• Based on strandings – concentrated along the east coast of 

North Island, New Zealand

• Aspects of biology based on assumption rather than empirical 

data (e.g. taxonomy, life history)

• Subject to various human impacts (e.g. fisheries by-catch, 

tourism, pollution)



NZCDP

• Since 1998: Research focus of Massey University

• Since 2001: Hauraki Gulf based

• Boat-based:  Occurrence, demographics, behaviour, 

ecology, tourism impacts, distribution, 

species interactions

• Lab-based: Life history, diet, anatomy, mortality, 

contaminants



Why the Hauraki Gulf?

• Site of targeted tourism activities

• Heavy commercial and recreational boat traffic

• Popular fishing area: shore and vessel-based

• Common dolphins occur year round

• Shallow protected sea



Research Methods

Field – boat surveys in 

the Hauraki Gulf

Lab – sample and data 

collection



Previous Research – Hauraki Gulf

• Aline Schaffar (2004) - Female reproductive strategies and 

mother-calf relationships

• Liz Burgess (2006) - Foraging ecology 

• Karen Stockin (2008) - Behaviour, ecology, human impacts

• Vincenzo Petrella (2009) - Vocal repertoire

• Nico de la Brosse (2010) - Parent-offspring dynamics of 

foraging groups



FEEDING
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Stockin KA, Binedell V, Wiseman N, Brunton DH & Orams MB (2009) Behaviour of free-

ranging common dolphins (Delphinus sp) in the Hauraki Gulf, New Zealand.                         

Marine Mammal Science 25:283-301



Important Feeding Area?

Foraging within activity budgets

Hauraki Gulf = 46% (Stockin et al 2008a)

Bay of Plenty = 17% (Neumann 2001)



DIET

Squid lower beak

Arrow squid (Nototodarus sp)Jack mackerel (Trachurus sp)

Jack mackerel otolith



Stomach Content Analysis 
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Meynier L, Stockin KA, Bando MKH & Duignan PJ. 2008. Stomach contents from common dolphin (Delphinus sp.) from New Zealand waters. 

New Zealand Journal of Marine and Freshwater Research 42:257-268



BREEDING



NURSERY AREA

- 70% groups contain calves and juveniles

- Calves present year-round

- Nursery groups found in shallower regions 

Stockin KA, Pierce GJ, Binedell V, Wiseman NJ & Orams MB 2008. 

Occurrence and distribution of common dolphins (Delphinus sp.) in the 

Hauraki Gulf, Auckland. Aquatic Mammals 34:200-211



Tourism 

• 2 operations focusing on common dolphins in 

the region

• Reduced time spent feeding and resting

• Shorter feeding bouts 

• Longer to return to feeding after tour boat 

interactions
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Effect of  boat interactions on transitions in behavioural state of  dolphins, 

based on differences in transition probabilities

Transitions with a significant difference (p<0.05) are marked with a star



STRANDINGS

Lucas Creek, Albany 

Dec 2004

18 common dolphins

Source: National Strandings Database





Where to from here?

• GIS mapping - distribution, habitat use and potential 

nursery areas 

• Density estimates

• Abundance estimates 

• Surveys within the Firth of Thames

• Expand dietary analyses
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Questions?


