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ACHIEVEMENTS, STRENGTHS
AND CHALLENGES OF OUR

TRAJECTORY

An initiative for the conservation
and protection of South American
river dolphins and their habitats
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ABOUT US WHO ARE THE MEMBERS
OF THIS INITIATIVE?We are the South American River Dolphins Initiative,

SARDI. We have been promoting actions for the
regional conservation of South American river
dolphin populations and their rivers since 2017.

We are seven countries: Bolivia, Perú, Brazil,
Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela and Guyana; that
have joined through different organizations such as
Faunagua, Omacha Foundation, Solinia, the
Mamirauá, the Aqualie Institute, the National
Institute of Biodiversity (NIBIO), the Venezuelan
Institute of Scientific Research (VIZR), the Sotalia
project in Venezuela and WWF with its offices in
Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador and Perú.
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OUR MAIN CAUSE

OUR GOALS BY 2030:
•We strive to improve and strengthen the priority
protected areas, and Indigenous territories,
aiming for the recognition of river dolphins as
conservation objectives that should be protected
and monitored in the region and different
countries.

•We are committed to coordinating with involved
governments and securing their global political
commitment for the conservation and protection
of river dolphins.

•We coordinate actions and advocate for policies
to reduce harmful fishing practices for river
dolphins, ensuring the conservation of aquatic
biodiversity and human well-being.

Construction of infrastructure without
           adequate planning that considers social
          and environmental criteria.

Negative interactions between fisheries
          and river dolphins.

Pollution of aquatic ecosystems generated by 
          various industries and extractive activities.

Climate change.

Our commitment as SARDI is to work 
collaboratively to mitigate the impacts of these threats,
focusing efforts on the preservation of the ecosystems
of the Amazon and Orinoco, and the services they
provide. In this way, we aim to ensure the well-being of
dolphins and the millions of people who share and
depend on the very same water and other natural
resources.

The planet and those who inhabit it face increasing challenges every day due to the accelerated destruction 
of nature, confronting a climate crisis and growing social inequality. This reality has impacted multiple species,
including South American river dolphins, as their population has exponentially decreased in recent times. Today,
their habitat and human livelihoods are primarily threatened by four main pressures/drivers:

•We join forces to enhance connectivity and the
quality of aquatic ecosystems in priority areas to
guarantee a sustainable and healthy habitat for
river dolphin populations.

•We work alongside communities, governments,
and businesses to actively involve them in the
cause and support them as guardians of river
dolphins and aquatic habitats.
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Our Big Win this year: Global declaration
for the protection of river dolphins

Actions that leave a mark and build the path
for the protection of river dolphins

11 countries from South America and Asia committed to the
protection of river dolphins. With the support of SARDI, the Global
Declaration was signed in Colombia to recognize the threats facing
these species, establish commitments and join forces to guarantee
protection of dolphins and the rivers where they live. This reinforces
the conditions for administrative actors and citizens to expand actions
in favour of the conservation of these species.

OUR

Ach i e v emen t s
AS A SARDI TEAM



Updated distribution
map of river dolphins in
the Orinoquía and the
Amazon to inform the
best decisions in favour
of their conservation

Promotion of responsible tourism
of river dolphins in Venezuela,
Colombia, Ecuador and Bolivia:
to know them is to love them

As a team, we have identified what can
contribute to the conservation of the species.
However, 
these practices must follow protocols that
guarantee the safety, health and wellbeing of
the dolphins. Therefore, we have trained
communities and developed these protocols.

In Venezuela and Colombia, we trained 21
tour operators and residents of the town of
Camaguán to promote responsible river
dolphin observation practices and increase
motivation to conserve

       their habitat.

In Ecuador, the first protocol was issued that
will form part of an inter-ministerial
agreement.

In Bolivia, Law No. 284, declares the
Freshwater Dolphin a Natural Heritage of the
Plurinational State of Bolivia, which is why it
has been possible to implement responsible
protocols and practices for the sighting of
dolphins. In the departments of Beni and
Cochabamba, we have worked with dolphin
tourism operators.

After 20 years of scientific work in six countries
focused on the conservation of South American
river dolphins, we managed to update a map
that shows their distribution. This was
achieved in collaboration with researchers
from the six distribution countries (Bolivia,
Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Perú and
Venezuela). This map allows us to visualise the
distribution area of river dolphins, identify
'hotspots' or key protection areas with high
density of dolphins, areas without data, and
the loss or decrease of habitats due to climate
change, deforestation, or changes in land use.
This map also reflects the area we have
covered in the territories as part of our efforts
to conserve these species and their habitats.
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With the coordinated work between governments,
local authorities, organizations, the SARDI team and

other partners, we have created, update and
continue strengthening conservation instruments

and strategies focused on the protection of
dolphins, their rivers, and the fish on which they

depend, also benefitting the communities that
depend on these ecosystems. Following, some

achievements as a result of this teamwork:

CONSERVATION

 alliances 
 and policies
FOR RIVER DOLPHINS IN 
SOUTH AMÉRICA



Alliance with the Ramsar
Secretariat to empower
decision-makers in the
Amazon Biome

Formulation of the Management and Conservation
Plan for South American river dolphins financed by the
International Whaling Commission

Publication of two fishery
management resolutions by the
National Aquaculture and Fisheries
Authority (AUNAP) in Colombia

Public officials managing Ramsar sites in the
countries that are part of SARDI -Venezuela,
Brazil, Bolivia, Perú, Ecuador and Colombia -
participated in workshop to strengthen
capacities in restoration, monitoring and
effective management of wetlands. These
spaces allowed the exchange of knowledge and
experiences, in addition to the articulation of
actions to improve the management of
Amazonian Ramsar sites as priority habitats for
the conservation of river dolphins.

In collaboration with the governments of Colombia, Brazil, Ecuador and Perú, and with the support
of the International Whaling Commission, we developed spaces for dialogue where we agreed on a
management plan with strategic conservation lines, updating of regulatory instruments and
guidelines that contribute directly to the protection of river dolphins and their habitats.

These spaces have emerged by recognizing the importance of working in political collaboration
between decision makers in the Amazon, given that dolphins do not respect national borders or
know about flags, and neither do the threats they face, such as the extractive industry, change
climate (severe droughts and dramatic changes in temperature), infrastructure construction,
unsustainable tourism, and unsustainable fishing.

Overfishing affects both dolphins and fishers,
which is why we have agreed, together with 
local communities, on management protocols
that guarantee the sustainability of river
ecosystems. These standards focus on two
Ramsar sites in Colombia that total more than
one million hectares of conservation: the
Estrella Fluvial Inírida (EFI) and the Bita River.
This regulation updates the annual closure in
the Colombian Orinoquía, which contributes to
increasing, in the medium term, food
resources for river dolphins, and involving the
local communities of the two Ramsar sites in a
coordinated policy for the sustainable
management of their natural resources.
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Fishing regulations in
protected areas become
input for National Law

Consolidation of the first group
of dolphin experts
In Ecuador, in alliance with the National Biodiversity
Institute, we have worked on the consolidation of
the first group of river dolphin experts.

In Bolivia, we have worked on the consolidation of
the Fishing Regulations for a protected area in
Beni. The regulation seeks to avoid overfishing,
and to protect aquatic ecosystems and dolphins.
This instrument has served as the basis for the
National Law on Sustainable Fishing and
Aquaculture.

River dolphins are considered essential in the
National Management and Conservation Strategy
for Ramsar sites and wetlands in Bolivia. We have
supported the construction of the first and second
versions of this strategy, which incorporates
dolphin conservation in its projection. In addition,
thanks to our efforts, freshwater dolphins have
been included as a conservation objective in the
Management Plan of the Iténez Departmental
Park and Natural Area of Integrated Management. 
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Agreement with authorities of
the National Service of
Protected Natural Areas in Perú

In Brazil, institutional alliances were consolidated for the
protection of dolphins, their rivers, and community work

We renewed the cooperation
agreement with SEMAD Goiás
(local environmental agency in
Spanish) and other associated
institutions to continue
strengthening local governance
and initiatives, facilitating /
supporting monitoring,
education and awareness
raising about the species.

In Perú, we achieved the participation and
representation of the National Service of
Protected Natural Areas (SERNANP, for its
acronym in Spanish) in the Amazon Council
for the Development of Fisheries,
Aquaculture and Mypes of Perú (CADAP, for
its acronym in Spanish), in addition to
positioning river dolphins as an important
topic in this Council.

We are also collaborating with the Pacaya
Samiria National Reserve in updating the
Protected Area Management Plan, with the
goal that river dolphins are recognized as
priority species.

We renewed the
strategic alliance with
Reckitt Brazil, allowing
us to obtain two more
years of funding for
dolphin studies at the
base of the Tapajós
River.

We have established a new
alliance with USAID, whose
objective is to strengthen the
coexistence plan and develop
dolphin tourism as a new
sustainable economic activity
that promotes dolphin
conservation. 
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SCIENCE THAT INFORMS
CONSERVATION:

IMPLEMENTATION OF      
  MONITORING

OF RIVER DOLPHINS 
AND THEIR HABITATS

We have carried out expeditions and
implemented various monitoring 
strategies that provided information to
evaluate the distribution, abundance, and
health of river dolphins, as well as the state
of their habitats. Having scientific
information has guided government
decision-making and the implementation
of actions aimed at protecting dolphins.

Expeditions and monitoring implementation,
although resource-intensive strategies, have 
brought us closer to local communities and river
dolphins. By continuing these processes, we hope
to continue strengthening a network of
empowered actors who can efficiently obtain
accurate data.

Below, we share some of the activities
implemented and results achieved.



Installation of water
monitoring station in Bolivia

Successful dolphin counting in
Bolivia with the Bufeo application

Use of the CA|RDS Lite application to
assess areas management effectiveness
for river dolphins conservation in
Colombia, Perú y Bolivia.

We have installed a water monitoring station
in the river mouth of Chimoré and Chapare
with the cooperation of scientists and
citizens. This station produces data that is
used to map threats to river dolphins.

This was a first test that allowed us to identify
trends in the abundance of cetaceans in the
Ichilo River. After this pilot, we identified that
Bufeo app provides a promising approach to
engaging citizen scientists in dolphin research
and conservation, strengthening their
commitment to supporting dolphin
conservation. Currently, eight commercial
fishermen are using the application to count
dolphins. Soon, this application will be used by
communities in Perú and Ecuador also.

En Colombia, we have implemented the
CA|RDS Lite application in nine
protected/conserved areas, including five
National Parks and Ramsar sites. As a result of
the exercise, five areas of interest were
identified to position dolphins at the centre of
conservation objectives OR to
prioritise/develop river dolphin conservation
objectives. This quick scan tool was also
applied in Peru and Bolivia.



Community involvement in the
monitoring and development of
programs for the management
of dolphin mortality in Ecuador.

Pilot monitoring using Pingers and its
impact on updating Protected Area
Management Plans in the Tapajós River
in Brazil

We reaffirm the presence of
river dolphins in Guyana.

In the Ramsar sites of Cuyabeno, Lagartococha,
Yasuní, we have developed the first program to
manage, handle, and mitigate the mortality of
river dolphins. We have also worked with local
communities residing in the sites, implementing
participatory monitoring using photo-
identification techniques.

In order to mitigate the conflict between river
dolphins and fishermen, we have conducted Pinger
trials in the lower Tapajós River as an initial action to
reduce incidental capture. Through this process, we
aim to adapt scientific sampling methods and design
to the realities of daily fishing practices and engage
in participatory monitoring.

Alongside this progress, we have also supported the
development of a coexistence plan for the region,
created in collaboration with local stakeholders such
as the local environmental government, NGOs,
universities, and community associations. We
anticipate that this plan will incorporate the river
dolphin as a primary focus in the work plans of
Protected Areas.

Through the utilization of the FPOD tool 
(underwater sound recorder), we have confirmed
that river dolphins also inhabit the rivers of
Guyana, such as the Takutu and Ireng rivers,
which are bordering between Guyana and Brazil.
Sightings during monitoring trips and
environmental DNA analyses have established the
presence of South American river dolphins in
Rupununi, Guyana. Their consistent presence in
some locations suggests they are local
populations and are present in the area
throughout their life cycle.
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Our expeditions to monitor
and protect river dolphins

With the collaboration of local communities
and technical experts, we have travelled
extensive regions, obtained scientific
information, and strengthened awareness
raising about the importance of dolphins and
their rivers. In the last three years, we have
travelled more than 85,000 kilometres of
rivers, including the Araguaia in 
Brazil, the Napo and Aguarico basins in
Ecuador and Perú, the Guainia in Colombia,
the Upper Amazon in Perú and Colombia,
and the Ucayali in Perú. We have also visited
places for the first time, such as the Cinaruco
and Capanaparo rivers in the Santos Luzardo
National Park, the Portuguesa river in
Venezuela, and the Pastaza and Curaray
rivers in Ecuador. During these expeditions,
we have conducted dolphin counts and
collected information that has allowed us to
estimate the abundance of populations of
these species and learn more about the
health of the rivers.

Recorded 1,051 dolphins during 115 river
trips on the Ichilo River in Bolivia in 2022, 
including 972 adults and 79 calves.

Conducted a dolphin capture and tagging
campaign in the Amanã Sustainable
Development Reserve, Brazil, where we
tagged 5 dolphins and sampled 15 others.

Published information on dolphin abundance
estimates at the source of the Orinoco River
(EFI Ramsar site). This information was
obtained after carrying out the fifth 
binational dolphin expedition in the Meta River
in Colombia, where we travelled 624 km and
counted 161 river dolphins.

Carried out four expeditions and travelled
1,136 km in 10 Amazonian rivers in Ecuador,
observing a total of 296 dolphins and
collecting further data for analysis. During
these routes, we carried out the first river
dolphin expedition in the Pastaza and Curaray
basin, which allowed us to fill information gaps
in the main basins and consolidate the
national river dolphin database in
collaboration with the technical team of the
INABIO.

Conducted the first health evaluation,
installation of two transponders and the
collection of genetic samples in populations of
river dolphins in the Casiquiare River in
Venezuela. 
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Seven countries working as a team

Thanks to teamwork, SARDI has managed to
highlight the importance of protecting river
dolphins at a regional and global level, which has
led the countries involved to join forces to
achieve common goals.

In these seven years of work, WWF offices have
managed to partner and collaborate closely with
other organizations in pursuit of the protection of
river dolphins.

AS A SARDI TEAM

   our
Strengths
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Building trust with communities, citizens and institutions

• We have worked on the standardization of a
participatory methodology at the regional level
for monitoring river dolphins throughout South
America.

• We have strengthened our ties with the local
population, actively involving them in dolphin
monitoring and building capacity, so that citizens
can raise awareness in their communities about
the protection of river dolphins.

• Thanks to the joint work between authorities
and decision makers, we have strengthened
inter-institutional and governmental
relationships, which has generated an important
space to work 
on the conservation of cetaceans.

• In Goiás, a multi-institutional alliance in
collaborative science has been established at the
regional level, which has allowed the process of
participatory modelling of the new dolphin
distribution areas in the rivers of South America.

• The restoration of political relations between
Colombia and Venezuela has made it possible to
carry out a binational study with the participation
of environmental authorities from both countries
(Binational Expedition Meta 2022).

• We have obtained financial support from
National Geographic and the Whitley Nature Fund
to determine the population dynamics of dolphins
in the Orinoco and Amazon basins, thus
maximizing regional results in Colombia and
neighbouring countries.
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Information management Research that generates
greater impactWe continue working to find the best

monitoring application, that is easy to use and
has a strong and agile ability to scale data.

To successful conserve river dolphins and their
habitats, tt is necessary to advance scientific
and innovative research on dolphin populations

and the external causes that affect them.

OUR

Challenges
AS A

SA﻿RDI TEAM



Work with citizens and
communities

Financing of SARDI to
guarantee continued
protection of river dolphins

Challenges related to
Climate Change. 

Articulated work with a
gender perspective

As an ongoing challenge we strive constantly to
maintain and find new financing mechanisms
that support and guarantee the continuation on
SARDI and the effective protection river
dolphins. As SARDI, we will continue to focus
our efforts on fundraising as a group.

• We must continue to involve citizens and
communities in monitoring and raising awareness
about the care of river dolphins.
• It is essential to establish relationships of trust
that strengthen ties with communities and expand
collaborative work to access strategic areas where
there are dolphins and by-catch fishing.
• Communication, information sharing and
obtaining permits to access certain areas continue
to be challenging, as we work with isolated
communities with little access to connectivity.

Implement strategies that connect
and mainstream the gender
approach in local monitoring and
awareness-raising processes on the
protection and conservation of river
dolphins and their habitats.

We need to create networks of work with
authorities, communities and citizens previously
trained to:

Identify and estimate in a timely variations in
dolphin abundance due to temperature
changes.
Provide efficient and early warnings regarding
the loss or decline of habitats, caused by
extreme events such as droughts.
Use data generated by communities as
monitoring indicators in the areas where
dolphins live.
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