
Dolphins in the IRL are naturally expected to be opportunistic and
primarily piscivorous feeders, adapting feeding behaviors to incorporate
the seasonal flux of prey availability and diversity. Long term in-situ
photographic documentation of observed prey ingestion identifies real-
time prey selection within a specific location, habitat, and time, and
documents ingestion of
particular prey that may
not be represented within
traditional stable isotope,
fatty acid, or stomach
content analyses.

Above water images of
feeding behaviors and
associated prey are
difficult to obtain. No
spatial or temporal
correlation to prey was found due to relatively small sample sizes over a
long period of time. Prey genera were distributed throughout the
entirety of the IRL, and the top four genera of prey were observed
throughout an annual cycle. Mullet spp. are abundant within the IRL
(Gilmore, R.G. 1995), are known prey of dolphins (Barros and Odell,
1990), and represent the majority of observed prey documented in this
study. The majority (87%) of the genera of fishes documented as dolphin
prey are also targeted by local fisheries for human consumption, bait,
and sport.

Understanding the prey habits of this apex predator can be useful in
determining management and conservation strategies for local fisheries
and ecosystems, and identifying possible vectors for bioaccumulation of
contaminants.

The Indian River Lagoon (IRL) is an estuary of national significance and
among the most biologically diverse estuaries in North America. A
resident population of bottlenose dolphins, Tursiops truncatus, inhabits
the IRL year-round (Odell and Asper, 1990; Mazzoil et al., 2005), with
defined home ranges and site fidelity (Mazzoil et al., 2008).
Identification of dolphin prey is fundamental to understanding the
ecological function of dolphins within the IRL, including spatial and
temporal differences among prey availability, prey selection, and
habitat utilization.

Total mercury (THg) concentrations in dolphins inhabiting the IRL have
been reported to be the highest among the species worldwide
(Schaefer et al., 2015); fish are
the most common source of
Methylmercury (MeHg)
exposure for humans and
piscivorous wildlife (Tremain
and Schaefer, 2015; EPA,
2018). Identifying
ichthyofaunal prey and
associated spatial
and habitat vectors for this
exposure and other
contaminants is mutually
beneficial as these resources
and associated health risks
are shared by humans.
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• 62 prey observations

• 13 families and 15 
genera were identified

• 44% Mugil spp.  
(Mullet)

• 11.3% Caranx spp. (Jack)

• 9.7% Lagodon 
rhomboides
(Pinfish)

• 6.5% Brevoortia  spp.
(Menhaden)

Prey: Caranx sp. Prey: Paralichthys sp.
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This study utilized opportunistic images and sighting data obtained
during the dolphin photo-identification research program field studies
in the IRL from 2003-2015. Of the observed feeding behaviors
documented during the monthly surveys, 62 dolphin sightings included
above water images of prey ingestion; these images were analyzed to
identify prey genera. Genera were mapped with GIS to pinpoint feeding
location within the IRL, and date of feeding observations were matched
to prey to determine possible seasonal patterns by genera.
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