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the Zoo repeatedly tried to pair Sala and 
Marcel using a variety of strategies, but 
aggression between cats was the recurrent 
outcome. As an alternative, CREW 
scientists conducted laparoscopic AI with 
Sala using freshly collected semen from 
Marcel. Sala conceived and, on New Year’s 
Eve (‘reveillon’ in Portuguese), gave birth to 
a female kitten, Revy, who grew up under 
Sala’s protective care. In 2014, Revy was 
moved to the Santa Ana Zoo in Santa Ana, 
Calif., and paired with a young male, Diego, 
from the Oklahoma City Zoo in Oklahoma 
City, Okla. Breeding activity in late 2015 
resulted in a pregnancy and the birth of 
Revy’s first kitten, a male (as yet unnamed), 
in early December, making Sala and Marcel 
first-time grandparents (despite their 
personal animosity to one another). Their 
genetic legacy will live on into the next 
generation and beyond. These AI successes 
have helped zoos to address breeding 
challenges and provide positive evidence 
that assisted reproduction can benefit 
management and conservation of ocelots 
and possibly other felid species. Without 
the AI option, these three ocelots, Milagre, 
Ayla and Revy—and all of their subsequent 
offspring—would have never existed and 
the long-term genetic viability of our 
Brazilian ocelot population would have 
been further diminished as a consequence.   

Dr. Bill Swanson is CREW’s director of 
animal research and one of the world’s 
authorities on breeding endangered 
small cats. 
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Community Outreach 
in Support of Vaquita 
Conservation
By Peter Gilson and Samantha Young

The vaquita, the world’s smallest whale, is 
experiencing a drastic population decline. Its 
biggest threat is accidentally getting caught in 
nets intended for fish and shrimp, placed in 
the upper Gulf of California, Mexico, by local 
fishermen making a living. Some nets are legal, 
set for shrimp that is purchased by southern 
Californians, and some nets are illegal, set for 
a protected fish, the totoaba, that is purchased 
by communities in China. Because the vaquita 
cannot see miles upon miles of these nets with 
its echolocation, it becomes entangled, and the 
population is down to less than 100 individuals. 

San Diego Zoo Global in San Diego, 
Calif., partnered with Engineers for 
Exploration at the University of California, 
San Diego, to develop underwater and 
aerial equipment to film the vaquita. The 
SphereCam is triggered when a vaquita 
vocalizes nearby and can record underwater 
video with its six GoPro cameras. A Mariner 
waterproof copter with a GoPro camera 
can take aerial footage. Both technologies 
were tested and deemed successful during a 
large-scale scientific population survey for 
the vaquita run by the Mexican government 
and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) Fisheries from 
September to December 2015. 

San Diego Zoo Global also partnered 
with the Mexican NGO Pronatura Noroeste 

to train teachers in project-based activities 
to engage them and their students in 
conservation actions. More than 50 
participants attended five workshops in 
the northern Gulf. Teachers were assisted 
in creating conservation-themed projects 
with their students and then tasked 
with implementing these with the larger 
community. A field trip brought teachers 
outside to try new skills such as bird 
watching with binoculars and identifying 
seawater components through microscopes. 
To highlight these school-run conservation 
projects, we held three community events 
in San Felipe and El Golfo de Santa Clara. 
These include a festival to highlight projects 
like native desert gardens and recycling 
programs, an exhibition of student artwork 
culminating in student-inspired murals and 
a nature photography competition. 

Ultimately, our goal is for programs 
such as these to function independently 
and long-term. We’ve begun by hiring and 
training a local middle school teacher as 
our education coordinator in San Felipe. 

Peter Gilson is an educator guide at San 
Diego Zoo Global.
Samantha Young is a conservation 

education research technician at San 
Diego Zoo Safari Park.
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