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Summary, continued. 
 

habitats support coastal species such as the 

Endangered Greater Caribbean manatee (Trichechus 

manatus manatus), the Near Threatened Guiana 

dolphin (Sotalia guianensis), and the common 

bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus). Two dolphin 

species are resident in the IMMA, which is also an 

important feeding area for manatees. A total of 21 

marine mammal species have been reported within 

the IMMA, of which seven occur regularly, including a 

few normally pelagic species that would not be 

expected in shallow coastal areas. The IMMA 

encompasses six Marine Protected Areas: Acandí, 

Playón and Playona Fauna Sanctuary, DRMI La 

Playona, DRMI Lago Azul de los Mantíes, Humedales 

entre los Ríos León y Suriquí NNP, DRMI Ensenada 

del Rionegro, DRMI Manglar de la Bahía de Cispatá, 

and PNR Sistema Manglárico del Sector de la Boca 

de la Guacamaya. 

 

Description: 
 

The Urabá to Morrosquillo IMMA is located along the 

western Colombian Caribbean coast, extending from 

the Gulf of Urabá, including Cispatá Bay, to the Gulf 

of Morrosquillo. The IMMA extends approximately 55 

km into the sea, from the coast to the 50 m isobath. 

Habitats include coral reef, mangroves, seagrass 

beds, estuaries, and mouths of rivers (Figure 1). The 

weather in the IMMA is mainly warm, with 

precipitation, modulated by the Inter-tropical 

Convergence Zone (ITCZ), being higher in the Gulf of 

Urabá (mean annual precipitation of 2,500 mm) 

(Urrego et al., 2018). Six Marine Protected Areas are 

located within the IMMA: Acandí, Playón and Playona 

Area Size 

7,473 km2 

 

Qualifying Species and Criteria 

Common Bottlenose Dolphin – Tursiops truncatus 

Criterion B (1) 

Guiana Dolphin  – Sotalia guianensis 

Criterion B (1) 

Greater Caribbean Manatee – 

Trichechus manatus manatus 

Criterion A; C (2) 

Sperm Whale – Physeter macrocephalus 

Criterion A 

 

Criterion D (2) – Marine Mammal Diversity 

Tursiops truncatus, Sotalia guianensis, Trichechus 

manatus manatus, Stenella frontalis, Stenella 

longirostris, Stenella attenuata, Physeter 

macrocephalus 

 

Summary 

The Urabá to Morrosquillo IMMA is located along 

the western Colombian Caribbean, extending 

from the Gulf of Urabá, including Cispatá Bay, to 

the Gulf of Morrosquillo. The IMMA includes the 

estuarine waters of the Gulf of Urabá and 

extends from the coast to the 50 m isobath, 

encompassing coral reefs, mangroves, seagrass 

beds, and estuarine habitats. These varied 



Figure 1: Map of Urabá to Morrosquillo IMMA with local references (Created by Juan David Palencia, Omacha Foundation). 

Figure 2: Greater Caribbean manatee (Trichechus manatus manatus) female observed at the mouth of the Sinú River, Colombia. 
Photo credits: Juan Sebastián Rodríguez, Fundación Omacha. 



In the Gulf of Urabá, mark-recapture analyses based 

on photo-identification surveys conducted between 

2017 and 2020 estimated a small resident population 

of 63 individuals (CV = 9.42%; 95% CI = 53–76) (Rosso-

Londoño et al., 2024). In Cispatá Bay (Gulf of 

Morrosquillo), photo-identification analyses 

conducted in 2010 estimated the Guiana dolphin 

population at 225 individuals during the dry season 

(CV = 0.34; 95% CI = 118–426) and 232 during the wet 

season (CV = 0.32; 95% CI = 127–246) (Dussan-Duque, 

2013). Comparison of the photo-ID catalogues of both 

study areas on the west and eastern sides of the 

IMMA has revealed that some individuals use both 

gulfs and move through the shallow coastal waters 

(maximum depth 50 m) between them (Ballesteros 

Pers. Comm. and Rosso-Londoño, 2024). 

 

There is evidence that a rich prey base allows Guiana 

dolphins to sustain themselves entirely within this 

IMMA. They are regularly observed feeding, making 

foraging the most common behaviour recorded for 

this species in both the Gulf of Urabá (95%) and 

Cispatá Bay (54%) (García & Trujillo, 2004; Ocensa & 

Fundación Omacha, 2024; Rosso-Londoño et al., 

2024). 

 

Photo-identification analyses based on surveys 

conducted between 2017 and 2020 in the Gulf of 

Urabá indicate that there is also a resident population 

of common bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), 

with individuals being recaptured over multiple years 

(Rosso-Londoño, 2024). Mark-recapture analyses 

from the same surveys estimated a small resident 

population of around 50 individuals (CV = 7.87%; 95% 

CI = 43–58) (Rosso-Londoño et al., 2024). 

 

Criterion C: Key Life Cycle Activities 
Sub-criterion C2: Feeding Areas 
 

Within the IMMA, 4,896 hectares of seagrass 

meadows have been documented and mapped,  

Fauna Sanctuary, DRMI La Playona, DRMI Lago Azul 

de los Manatíes, Humedales entre los Ríos León y 

Suriquí NNP, DRMI Ensenada del Rionegro, DRMI 

Manglar de la Bahía de Cispatá, and PNR Sistema 

Manglárico del Sector de la Boca de la Guacamaya. 

 

Criterion A: Species or Population 
Vulnerability 
 

The IMMA hosts American Manatees (Trichechus  

manatus), which, as a species are assessed as 

Vulnerable (Deutch et al., 2024). The subspecies 

occurring in the IMMA, the Greater Caribbean 

manatee (T. manatus manatus) (Figure 2) (Mignucci-

Giannoni et al., 2024), is listed as Endangered (EN) on 

the IUCN Red List of Threatened species (Morales et 

al., 2024). 

 

Maxent models have shown a high occurrence 

probability and/or predicted potential distribution in 

coastal waters along the Gulf of Urabá for sperm 

whales (Physeter macrocephalus; Avila et al., 2022), 

which are assessed as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red 

List of Threatened Species (Taylor et al., 2019). 

 

Criterion B: Distribution and Abundance 
Sub-criterion B2: Aggregations 
 

The IMMA hosts small resident populations of both 

common bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) 

(Figure 3) and Guiana dolphins (Sotalia guianensis) 

(Figure 4). 

 

The range of the Guiana dolphin extends from 

southern Brazil to Honduras, with populations 

occurring in separate and sometimes discontinuous 

groups (da Silva & Best, 1996; Secchi et al., 2018). In 

Colombia, two small populations have been 

identified—one in the Gulf of Urabá and another in 

the Gulf of Morrosquillo (Palacios et al., 2013; Rosso-

Londoño et al., 2024). 



representing 11.33% of the total seagrass coverage in 

the Colombian Caribbean. The dominant species 

are Thalassia, Syringodium, and Halodule, with the 

largest areas found in the Gulf of Morrosquillo region 

(Díaz et al., 2003). These ecosystems are considered 

potential feeding grounds for the Greater Caribbean 

manatee (Figure 1). Additionally, riverine and aquatic 

macrophytes, such as water lettuce (Pistia stratiotes), 

and semi-aquatic herbs like dense-flower knotweed 

(Polygonum densiflorum), have been reported as part 

of the diet of the Greater Caribbean manatee in 

Colombian rivers (e.g., Farías-Curtidor, 2008). These 

plants are present along the Atrato and Suriquí deltas 

in the Gulf of Urabá, where several manatee feeding 

grounds have been identified (Farías-Curtidor, 2008; 

Causil, 2022). The Greater Caribbean manatee is 

observed in coastal waters along the Caribbean coast 

of Colombia, but the majority of studies on this 

species within this IMMA have been conducted in the 

Gulf of Urabá (west side of the IMMA) to Cispatá Bay 

at Morrosquillo Gulf (east side) (Figure 1) (Caicedo-

Herrera et al., 2005; Farías-Curtidor, 2008; Palacios et 

al., 2013; Causil, 2022). 

 

In the eastern sector of the IMMA, in Cispatá Bay, 

foraging behavior of Guiana dolphins (S. guianensis) 

was recorded with frequencies of 95% (García & 

Trujillo, 2004; Ocensa & Fundación Omacha, 2024) 

and 54% (García & Trujillo, 2004) of all documented 

encounteres. In the western sector of the IMMA, in 

the Gulf of Urabá, 35% of recorded groups were 

observed foraging (Rosso-Londoño, 2022; Rosso-

Londoño et al., 2024). In this area, 20% of the entire 

Gulf was identified as a dolphin feeding area (Rosso-

Londoño, 2022). 

 

Criterion D: Special Attributes 
Sub-criterion D2: Diversity 
 

The waters of the Atrato and Sinú rivers flow into the 

sea, bringing nutrients to the IMMA. This influx 

increases the concentration of phytoplankton and 

food resources throughout the entire food web, 

which may enhance the availability of prey for 

cetaceans in the area, resulting in multiple sightings 

(Farías-Curtidor et al., In Prep.). 

 

A total of 21 marine mammal species, representing 

17% of the world’s marine mammal species 

(Committee on Taxonomy, 2021), have been 

documented within the IMMA, of which seven occur 

with regularity (Avila, 1995; Muñoz-Hincapié et al., 

1998; García & Trujillo, 2004; Pardo et al., 2009; Patiño, 

2011; Palacios et al., 2013; Bolaños-Jiménez et al., 

2014; Botero-Acosta et al., 2020; Mignucci-Giannoni et 

al., 2021; Avila et al., 2022; Chacón et al., 2022; Rosso-

Londoño, 2022; Farías-Curtidor et al., In Prep.). 

 

In addition to the manatees and well-studied Guiana 

and bottlenose dolphins (Dussan-Duque, 2013; 

Rosso-Londoño, 2022; Rosso-Londoño et al., 2024), 

other cetacean species have been documented by 

Marine Mammal Observers (MMO) through platforms 

of opportunity (e.g., Avila et al., 2022; Farías-Curtidor 

et al., In Prep.), with data available in public 

Colombian databases (e.g., SIAM INVEMAR and 

INVEMAR marine mammals database). Maxent 

models have shown a high occurrence probability 

and/or predicted potential distribution in coastal 

waters along the Gulf of Urabá for sperm whales 

(Physeter macrocephalus; Avila et al., 2022), and for 

Atlantic spotted dolphins (Stenella frontalis), common 

bottlenose dolphins, pantropical spotted dolphins 

(Stenella attenuata), and spinner dolphins (Stenella 

longirostris) in both the Gulf of Urabá and Cispatá Bay 

(Pardo et al., 2009; Barragán-Barrera et al., 2019). 



Figure 3: Common bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) sighted in the Gulf of Morrosquillo, Colombian Caribbean. 
Photo credit: Camila Rosso, Fundación Omacha. 

Figure 4: Guiana dolphins (Sotalia guianensis) in the Gulf of Morrosquillo, Colombian Caribbean. 
Photo credits: Felipe Ballesteros, Fundación Omacha.  
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