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Abstract

Small boat surveys were organised off the Society
Islands (French Polynesia), with 2-3 active ob-
servers on board. Sampling was done with Beaufort
4 sea state or less, cruising at 10 kmv/h mostly on
engine power, from March 1996 to May 1999. The
arca of study extends over 400 km from Tahiti at
the southeast, to Maupiti at the northwest, and was
divided into 4 sectors: the lagoon area, the inshore
stratum (<10km from the barrier reef) of the
Windward and Leeward Islands, and the offshore
stratum, For a seasonal analysis the survey data
were divided into a September-November period
and a March-May period. A sighting rate and a
relative abundance index (individual/km of effort)
was estimated for delphinids, for each stratum and
each period, Mean and variance estimates were
computed with Distance 2.2 software. Some 134
sightings were obtained during a total effective
effort of 6482km, including 5222km with sea
state less than Beaufort 3. The humpback whale
(Megaptera novaeangliae) was observed 35 times,
the sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) and the
dwarf sperm whale (Kogia simus) once, two species
of beaked whale (Mesoplodon densirostris and
Ziphius cavirostris) were observed 8 times, and
seven species of delphinid were sighted 91 times, in
order of decreasing frequency: Stenella longirostris,
Steno  bredanensis, Globicephaia  macrorhiynchus,
Peponocephala  electra,  Lagenodelphis  hosei,
Tursiops truncaius and Grampus griseus.

The inshore strata had relative abundance indices
of 0.258 dclphinid/km (Windward Islands) and
0.219 delphinid/kmm (Leeward Islands), while only
0.021 delphinid/km were found in the offshore
stratum. Cetaceans in general favour the inshore
waters. An index of 0.123 delphinid/km was found
during the March--May period, compared to 0.345
during the Scptember-November period. Factors
influencing the distribution of cetaceans are dis-
cussed and comparisons given with results obtained
in other archipelagos and the eastern tropical
Pacific.
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Introduction

The Society Archipelago lies in the middle of the
tropical Pacific at a latitude of 17°S and a longitude
of 150°W and includes nine elevated islands and
four atolls. The local hydrobiology is dominated by
oligotrophy, with superficial primary biomass of
less than 0.1 g Chla/m®, because the Socicty Islands
are located far to the south of the narrow equatorial
band, where moderate primary production occurs
(Longhurst & Pauty, 1987). More than 20 species of
cetaceans frequent the waters of the Society Islands,
at least seasonally (Leatherwood & Reeves, 1983).
From reports issued by various sources, Poole
(1993) listed 13 confirmed specics, including 12
odontocetes and one mysticete. Eleven species were
identified from preliminary surveys in a sailboat
and a research vessel, including the southern hump-
back whale (Megaptera novaeangliae), two beaked
whales (Ziphius cavirostris and Mesoplodon den-
sirostris) and cight delphinid species (Gannier &
Gannier, 1998). From these previous sightings, the
spinner dolphin (Stenella longirostris) and the
rough-toothed dolphin (Steno bredunensis) were
common species, while the melon-headed whale
{Peponocephaln  electra) and Fraser’s dolphin
(Lagenodelphis hosei) appeared to be more frequent
than the short-finned pilot whale (Globicephala
macrorhynchus), the bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops
truncatus), the spotted dolphin (Stenella attenuatay
and the pygmy killer whale (Feresa attenuata). An
accentuated preference for the inshore waters was
also suggested by the preliminary results, morc than
80% of the sightings being oblained less than 10 km
offshore. Among the twelve species reported by
Reeves et al. (1999) as confirmed sightings or
strandings in the Society Islands, the Risso’s
dolphin (Grampus griseus) is not listed above.

‘We describe here in the distribution of cetaceans
off the Society Islands, from a serics of dedicated
small boat surveys undertaken from 1996 to 1999,
















































