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It has been an eventful first week for 
the Corsair, as we familiarize 
ourselves with the local area, the boat, and each other.  When you 
last heard from us (25th Sept), we had enjoyed a fine day on the 
water, but unbeknownst to us, we had come in close proximity to 
our focal animals: the vaquita.  While we are on the water, our 
computer, christened “Gertrude”, is automatically detecting 
sounds as we travel.  It is not until the evening that we examine 
the data to see what we have.  After a long day on the water, René 
Swift analyzed the data to find that we had, in fact, detected 
sounds from a vaquita that had passed us at a distance of only 400 
m!  This not only confirmed that we could detect and localize the 
sounds of the vaquita, but that we could approach them under sail 
at distances much closer than powered vessels.  It has been found 
that vaquitas react to motorized vessels at distances of up to 900 
m, but apparently they are not so disturbed by our little “Corsair”.  
In fact, the following day we detected two additional groups of 
vaquitas, one of which passed the boat within 125 m of the vessel.  
These incredible results so early in our surveys show us that we 
can hear these animals; our next challenge is to actually see one of 
these elusive animals! 
 
On the Saturday the 27th (there are no weekends in the field), we 
set off in the light winds to an area dubbed the “hot spot”, an area 
of relatively high vaquita abundance.   Today we had a visitor on 
board, Hans Gienapp (Shannon’s husband), who had joined us to 
deliver much needed supplies (and fruit!) from San Diego.  After  



 
 
some hours sailing in these light winds and barely making 3 knots 
of speed, we were considering calling it quits and powering back 
to the marina.  To our good fortune, a large male sea lion 
distracted us from our frustrations with the light winds.  For 
roughly an hour, one sea lion after another provided us with 
entertainment as they swam around and under the boat, 
inspecting this curious beast with three hulls towing two long 
lines, one black (the hydrophone) the other yellow (a floating 
surface line to indicate that we have equipment in the water).  
Then came the call!  It was Rene’s voice on the other side of the 
boat.  VAQUITA!  I managed to trip and tumble to the other side 
of the boat to see the vaquita within 100 m of us.  We were 
drifting by now, with no wind to fill our sails.  All four of us were 
able to see these small animals slowly rolling over in the calm 
seas, as if oblivious to our presence.  It was almost too good to be 
true.  The sea lions did their best to distract us from the little 
porpoise, and we soon lost sight of the little vaquita as we sat 
motionless in the water.  After a long and exciting day, we 
returned to town (under power, unfortunately!) to celebrate our 
success and good fortunes.   
 
That evening, René confirmed that echolocation clicks were 
associated with our sighting of vaquita!  It is with great relief and 
joy that we will enter our second week of work with the 
knowledge that our little sailboat does not seem to affect our 
ability to detect vaquita by sight or sound.  We now have great 
confidence that as long as we have enough winds to fill our sails, 
we can successfully survey these waters for the vaquita.   We are 
sorry to say that we have no pictures of these vaquita, but this 
will give us new goals to achieve in the coming months!     
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A sea lion follows 
the Corsair. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Sunset from San 
Felipe. 
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