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INTRODUCTION  

The vaquita marina is a small porpoise and one of the most critically endangered cetaceans in the world. In late 

2016, the vaquita population was estimated to have less than 30 individuals and is facing an imminent risk of 

extinction (Figure 1).  The vaquita was listed as critically endangered on the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species in 2008 and endangered on the U.S. 

Endangered Species Act in 1985; however the population was recently projected to decline by 34% annually if 

conservation efforts are not greatly expanded.  

Found only off the coasts of the northwestern corner of the Gulf of California, Mexico (Figure 3), the vaquita has 

the most limited range of any marine cetacean. The primary threat to vaquita is that they can easily become 

entangled and subsequently drown in gillnets that were once used to legally catch finfish and shrimp, but are now 

used to illegally catch the endangered totoaba fish. Three primary fishing villages surround the vaquita habitat 

including San Felipe, El Golfo de Santa Clara, and  Puerto Peñasco.  

These communities have strong cultural connections to the fishing profession and fishing has served as their 

primary source of income for many generations. In 2016, the Mexican government announced a gillnet ban within 

the vaquita habitat. This ban, while seemingly good for the vaquita, has created significant financial challenges for 

fishermen who cannot fish until alternative types of fishing gear are approved. Unfortunately, individuals involved 

with organized crime continue to illegally use gillnets to catch the endangered totoaba which can be sold for  

$7,000 - $14,000 USD per fish. This illegal fishery is driven by the demand for totoaba swim bladders which are 

highly sought after by the wealthy in Asia.  

While conservation efforts have been underway since the 1990s, ongoing threats continue to cause the vaquita 

population to decline at alarming rates. A new multi-faceted and collaborative conservation approach that 

advances public awareness, eliminates threats, and establishes sustainable livelihoods is clearly needed to help 

save the vaquita from extinction.  
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Figure 2: Vaquita range . © NOAA SWFSC 

Figure 1 Vaquita marina population decline 

since 1997. © CIRVA/NOAA Fisheries, 

Southwest Fisheries Science Center 

https://swfsc.noaa.gov/textblock.aspx?Division=PRD&ParentMenuId=676&id=21081


CONSERVATION EFFORTS TO DATE 

This brief summary provides the background of the different organizations involved in vaquita 

conservation at the levels of government and non-government organizations (for a more 

comprehensive review,  see Rojas-Bracho and Reeves 2013 and Rojas-Bracho et al. 2006).  

Since the late 1990s, the US’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Southwest 

Fisheries Science Center has been involved in partnerships with the Mexican government (e.g. the 

Insituto Nacional de Ecologia), non-government organizations and agencies to gather the best scientific 

data on vaquita and oceanographic conditions.  As a result of surveys and in combination with previous 

studies, the International Committee for the Recovery of the Vaquita (CIRVA) recommended prohibiting 

the use of large-mesh gillnets, the exclusion of trawls within a vaquita biosphere reserve, and improved 

enforcement of fishing regulations in the Upper Gulf of California. Over the decades since CIRVA’s first 

report in 1997, the Mexican ministries responsible for the environment and natural resource 

management including fisheries have helped implement CIRVA’s recommendations.  Among these 

efforts are the designation of a Biosphere Reserve (the Upper Gulf of California and Colorado River 

Delta Biosphere Reserve, a UNESCO World Heritage Site) in 1993 and, in 2005, the establishment of a 

Vaquita Refuge, where all commercial fishing (including gillnets) is banned in core vaquita habitat.    

In 2007, the governments of Canada, Mexico, and the USA requested that the Commission for 

Environmental Corporation (CEC) formulate a conservation strategy for vaquita. Subsequently, the 

CEC published the North American Conservation Action Plan for Vaquita in October 2008. The plan 

recognized the need for preventing and mitigating threats, developing alternative fishing gear and 

livelihoods, and increasing awareness of vaquita conservation.  
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Vaquita observers. ©  NOAA Fisheries / Barbara 

Taylor 2015 

Fishermen from a local fishermen’s community 

organization, Pesca ABC, working with SEMARNAT to 

launch the acoustic monitoring devices. © NOAA 

Fisheries / Barbara Taylor 2015 



As part of the government of Mexico’s plan to address endangered species 

conservation, a compensation program through a gillnet buy-out, rent-out, or 

switch-out option for fishermen was offered in the mid-2000s.  This program 

was coordinated and managed by several Mexican ministries (e.g. 

Environment Ministry SEMARNAT and the fisheries commission 

CONAPESCA), the Biosphere Reserve Program, and the Action Program for 

the Conservation of the Species: Vaquita (PACE Vaquita).  

As part of ongoing efforts to develop alternative fishing gear, the Instituto 

Nacional de Pesca (INAPESCA) and Regional Fisheries Research Center in 

Guaymas, Ensenada, and Mazatlan implements some of the alternative fishing 

gear trials that have been co-sponsored by the CEC, Walton Foundation, and 

World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and several others.  

Non-government organizations of multi-stakeholder groups include the 

National Technical Consultative Subcommittee for the Protection, 

Conservation and Recovery of the Vaquita and Alto Golfo Sustenable. Both 

groups of stakeholders engage in strategic national protection and 

conservation efforts with the goal of eradicating illegal fishing and eliminating 

vaquita bycatch.  Other non-government organizations include the Intercultural 

Center for the Study of Deserts and Oceans (CEDO), Pronatura Noroeste, 

Espacios Naturales y Desarrollo Sustentable (ENDESU), the David and Lucile 

Packard Foundation, WWF and the Walton Foundation all working towards 

sustainable fishing management options, policy reform, overfishing, alternative 

livelihoods, and sustainable use of natural resources while protecting the 

vaquita. 

SAFE Vaquita Marina Conservation Action Plan  |  2016–2018 

5 

The Gillnet Ban  

Despite the investment by the Government of Mexico of more than $40M USD 

to save vaquitas, these actions may have slowed, but did not stop, the decline 

of the species.  The Government of Mexico continued to make forward 

progress in reducing gillnets in vaquita habitat by adopting regulations to 

switch all shrimp gillnetting to small-type trawls over a 3 year period.  They 

also formed a Presidential Commission for the recovery of vaquitas.  

Following the reporting of results from the acoustic monitoring program that 

revealed the dramatic decline in the species from 2011 onwards, CIRVA 

recommended an emergency gillnet ban throughout the range of vaquitas 

before the opening of shrimp season in September 2014. In response, the 

Mexican government formalized a two-year emergency gillnet ban, provided 

offset compensation to some fishermen and related industries, and increased 

enforcement in April 2015.   

In July 2016, President Peña Nieto verbally agreed to make the gillnet ban 

permanent however, this decision has not been made official and the 

temporary gillnet ban will expire in April 2017, leaving the vaquita with 

absolutely no protection. 

An example of the primary threat to vaquita, the gillnet that 

causes entanglement.. ©Uko Gorter 



AZA-ACCREDITED AQUARIUMS & ZOOS: COMMITTED TO CONSERVATION  

In 2015 alone, AZA-accredited aquariums and zoos and certified related 

facilities spent more than $186 million on direct field conservation efforts that 

contributed to the long-term survival of 700 species in more than 120 

countries (Figure 3). The AZA community supported conservation 

organizations or participated in species-specific and/or habitat-focused 

conservation and protection projects.  

Between 2011 and 2015, AZA-accredited aquariums and zoos supported 

more than $55 million on a variety of marine mammal field conservation 

efforts (Figure 4). Over those five years, the AZA community contributed 

more than $115,000 specifically to vaquita conservation. Most efforts focused 

on obtaining visual (photo and video) records, assessing the population, and 

conducting conservation education programs. In addition, collaborative 

projects between AZA-accredited aquariums and zoos focus on raising 

awareness about the primary threats to vaquita and engaging the public in 

marine mammal conservation to help ensure a future for this endangered 

porpoise.  

In January 2016, several AZA institutions proactively pledged more than 

$100,000 to support the projects identified in this SAFE Vaquita Conservation 

Action Plan. These pledges represent just one significant financial component 

to achieving the long-term sustainability of the vaquita population.    

Field Conservation 

Figure 3: 2015 Field conservation efforts by AZA-accredited aquariums and zoos. 

Source: AZA Annual Report on Conservation and Science. 

Figure 4: 2011-2015 Marine mammal field conservation efforts by AZA-accredited 

aquariums and zoos. Source: AZA Annual Report on Conservation and Science. 
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AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums host 183 million visitors annually – this attendance 

is greater than the annual attendance of all of the U.S. major sporting events combined. 

Each trip to an AZA-accredited zoo or aquarium provides an opportunity for individuals 

and families to see, hear, smell, and connect with animals in a way that most people 

would not otherwise be able.  These connections advance opportunities for individuals 

to augment their knowledge and value of animals and ecosystems, the threats facing 

them, and the actions needed to conserve our natural world. 

In 2015, 148 AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums reported that 91 million people 

participated in more than 2,700 education programs to raise awareness about 

conservation issues such as habitat destruction, disconnectedness from nature, 

unsustainable resource usage, human-wildlife conflict, and poaching/wildlife trafficking 

(Figure 5).  

In addition, more than $5 million was spent on educational programming that integrated 

the fields of science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) to reinforce 

classroom learning. More than 2.3 million people participated in these hands-on, 

problem-based learning programs through which students were challenged to apply 

STEM knowledge and skills to construct and implement solutions that can help save 

wildlife. 

AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums also provide valuable learning experiences for 

students and teachers.  In 2015, 51 million elementary, middle and high school students 

participated in education programs and 36% of reporting institutions provided valuable 

training for teachers. 

SAFE Vaquita Marina Conservation Action Plan  |  2016–2018 

Conservation Education 
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Inspiring people to learn about nature. © Aquarium of the Pacific 

Figure 5: 2015 Education efforts by AZA-accredited aquariums and zoos. 

Source: AZA Annual Report on Conservation and Science. 



INTRODUCTION TO SAFE 

Despite all of the impressive conservation efforts made to date by a multitude of 

government agencies, non-profit organizations, and the members of AZA, the vaquita 

population, like that of many endangered species, is still in rapid decline. The latest 

science indicates that the world is in the midst of a sixth mass extinction with the average 

rate of vertebrate species extinctions increasing by more than 100% over the last century 

(Figure 6). Clearly a multi-faceted and collaborative approach to animal conservation is 

needed to help save animals from extinction.  

In 2015, the AZA launched a new wildlife conservation program entitled SAFE: Saving 

Animals From Extinction.  Built upon the strong foundation of conservation work by AZA-

accredited zoos and aquariums, SAFE combines the power of zoo and aquarium visitors 

with the resources and collective expertise of AZA members, and partners, to save 

animals from extinction. 

Ten inaugural SAFE Signature Species have been identified including the African 

penguin, Asian elephant, black rhinoceros, cheetah, gorilla, vaquita, sea turtles, sharks 

and rays, Western pond turtle, and whooping crane (Figure 7).   

Figure 7: The ten inaugural SAFE Signature Species (or taxa) 

including African penguin, Asian elephant, black rhinoceros, 

cheetah, gorilla, vaquita, sea turtles, sharks and rays, Western 

pond turtle, and whooping crane. 

Figure 6: Estimate of vertebrate species recorded as extinct or 

extinct in the wild from IUCN 2012. Dashed line represents the 

number of extinctions expected under a constant standard Source 

and credit: Ceballos et al. 2015.  

“A lot of us in the field think that we are on the front lines of conservation; but we are wrong. It 

is the zoos and aquariums who are on the front lines, because they are the ones having face-to-

face interactions with people every day — people who can change the direction of our planet.”    

-— Dr. M. Sanjayan, Executive Vice-President and Senior Scientist, Conservation International. 
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SAFE utilizes a One-Plan approach that considers all management conditions of a 

species including those ranging from self-sustaining to intensely-managed (Figure 8).  

SAFE utilizes a highly collaborative process to develop, implement, and facilitate SAFE 

Conservation Action Plans for the Signature Species (Figure 9).  

Stakeholders involved in conservation efforts for the species, including, but not limited to 

representatives from AZA Taxon Advisory Groups and Species Survival Plan® Programs, 

the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), government agencies, 

universities, and non-government organizations are convened to prioritize key 

conservation actions needed.  These priorities are then aligned with the experiential and 

resource strengths of the AZA community to create three-year collaborative projects that 

have measurable goals, actions, budgets, and timelines.   

These projects, designed to recognize, promote and bolster existing conservation plans 

and/or efforts underway, are included in the SAFE Conservation Action Plans. To assure 

that the projects maintain forward momentum,  a Project Coordinator is appointed from 

an AZA-accredited zoo or aquarium. The Project Coordinator is responsible for 

assembling Project Collaborators, managing project funds, and providing consistent 

communication amongst the Project Team, the AZA, and funders.   

This SAFE process provides a unique multi-disciplinary approach for collaborative 

conservation that is needed to address the extinction crisis.  Project Collaborators, who 

often worked somewhat independently, are now working together in ways that reduce 

redundancies and maximize efficiencies while engaging with range area communities to 

make meaningful and measurable differences in species conservation.  
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Collaborative Conservation 

Figure 9: The collaborative process used to develop, facilitate, and promote 

SAFE Conservation Action Plans for Signature Species. Source: AZA 

SAFE 
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Figure 8: The continuum of population management conditions whereby 

very few species live in self-sustaining environments and the remainder 

are managed to some extent, with those in human care being the most 

intensively managed. Source: AZA SAFE, Redford et al 2011. 
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SAFE IN THE WORKS 

In late 2015, AZA SAFE held a facilitated meeting with vaquita conservation experts 

including representatives from the AZA community, US and Mexican government 

agencies, conservation NGOs, and academic institutions to identify and prioritize vaquita 

conservation needs.  

Using SAFE’s collaborative conservation process, five vaquita conservation projects were 

developed to address those needs that best align with the AZA community’s strengths and 

resources. These projects fall within four thematic areas including public engagement, 

conservation capacity, policy and legislation, and economic development.  

Each project, designed to incorporate collaborator expertise to maximize efficiency and 

effectiveness, is comprised of detailed goals, actions, timelines, and budgets. All projects 

are coordinated by employees from AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums who work 

closely with a Project Collaborator Team to execute conservation actions, achieve 

successes, and identify future needs.  

Key successes to date in 2016 include: 

• Raised more than $125,000 to support SAFE projects. 

• Developed various strategies for public engagement (e.g. Change.org petition, 

educational resources, exhibits and infographics) 

• Supported the localization of 136 pieces of derelict fishing gear and retrieval of 103 of 

these (36 were illegal gillnets for totoaba and 28 of these were active). 

• Supported the initiation of a community stakeholder sustainable livelihood analysis.  
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Stakeholders attend the AZA SAFE meeting in December 2015. 

© D. Luke 

Stakeholders discuss vaquita conservation at the AZA SAFE 

meeting in December 2015. © D. Luke 
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Collaborative Conservation Projects Identified 

This SAFE Vaquita Conservation Action Plan includes six critically important projects that have 

been developed to address the conservation needs of the species. These projects fall within 

three thematic areas including public engagement, conservation capacity, and economic 

development.  

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT PROJECT:  Public engagement efforts will be developed and 

implemented to increase knowledge of vaquita and the threats they face, and provide 

measurable public calls to action. 

ALTERNATIVE FISHING GEAR PROJECT:  Derelict fishing gear will be removed from the 

vaquita range and alternative fishing gear, that meets fishermen needs and eliminates vaquita 

bycatch, will be tested.   

CULINARY CONSERVATION PROJECT: Consumer purchasing of vaquita-friendly products will 

be maximized through the development and implementation of a “Culinary Conservation 

Program”.  

SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS PROJECT: Sustainable livelihood choices that do not negatively 

affect vaquita will be identified and provided to communities surrounding the vaquita range.  

VALUE CHAIN AND ECONOMIC IMPACT PROJECT: A value chain and economic impact 

analysis of bycatch species from gillnets will be bolstered to enable marketing of vaquita-friendly 

products at premium prices.   

VAQUITA RESCUE PROJECT: Vaquitas will be rescued from their in-situ habitat and brought 

into human care in the Northern Gulf of California to avoid their imminent extinction.  

Vaquita © Barbara Taylor 
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SAFE PROJECTS 

Endemic to Mexican waters, specifically a small corner of the upper Gulf of 

California, the vaquita is the most critically endangered cetacean in the world, yet 

few people are aware of its existence or that there are less than 30 remaining.   

AZA-accredited aquariums and zoos have more than 186 million visitors annually 

who are invested in protecting animals. To maximize our conservation efforts for 

this species, it is crucial that focused public engagement efforts are implemented 

that will increase public knowledge about vaquita and the threats they face, and 

provide calls to action.  

Specifically, the goals for this project include: 

• Acquiring the resources needed to tell the vaquita / totoaba / shrimp / fish 

stories and illustrate public calls to action. 

• Providing effective educational messaging and conservation action 

opportunities for communities as well as aquarium and zoo audiences in the 

U.S., Mexico, and Asia.  

• Engaging AZA’s collective audience in a fundraising challenge to support 

the SAFE Vaquita Rescue Project.  

• Activating AZA’s collective audience in a letter-writing campaign to promote 

the establishment and enforcement of a permanent gillnet ban, implement 

testing of appropriate alternative fishing gear, and support the development 

of alternative and sustainable livelihoods in local communities.  

• Measuring how this project increases knowledge of the vaquita and 

implements calls to action. 

Public Engagement Project 

Project Coordinator 

Project Collaborators 

Project Funders 

Engaging students in learning about the vaquita  

© Aquarium of the Pacific  
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Alternative Fishing Gear Project 

Project Coordinator 

Project Collaborators 

Project Funders 

Many generations of fishermen in the coastal communities of San Felipe, Puerto 

Peñasco, and El Golfo de Santa Clara, Mexico, have used gillnets legally to earn 

their livelihoods. These fishermen can easily recall how they, as children working 

alongside their fathers and grandfathers, saw vaquita daily, but now, rarely see 

them. The primary threat to vaquita is that they can easily become entangled in 

gillnets and drown.  To protect the vaquita, the Mexican government announced a 

permanent gillnet ban in July 2016.  This ban, while good for the vaquita, has 

created significant financial challenges for fishermen who cannot fish until 

alternative types of fishing gear are approved.  

To continue to meet the needs of fishermen, support community employment, and 

eliminate vaquita bycatch, the development and testing of alternative fishing gear 

to gillnets needs to be advanced as quickly as possible.  

Specifically, the goals for this project include: 

• Providing the personnel, equipment, and materials needed to advance 

alternative fishing gear testing trials and determining their functionality.  

• Reducing entanglements of alternative fishing gear during testing by 

providing resources for a derelict net gear removal program. 

• Developing incentives for the fishermen and their communities to adopt 

successful alternative fishing gear. 

Raphael “Gordis” Sanchez is committed to using  

alternative gear, San Felipe, Mexico. © Alex Espinosa 
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Fishermen involved in testing alternative fishing gear and avoiding the lure of 

illegally fishing for totoaba need to be recognized and supported for their integrity.  

These communities have strong cultural connections to the fishing profession and 

protecting resources, including the vaquita which is only found in their waters.  

Promoting the purchase of vaquita-friendly seafood products, while devaluing 

those seafood products caught in a manner that results in vaquita bycatch, is an 

important component needed for vaquita conservation.  

A culinary conservation program is needed to maximize the consumer purchasing 

power for vaquita-friendly products. Consumers will become empowered to save 

the vaquita while simultaneously demonstrating their appreciation for the 

fisherman’s use of sustainable fishing practices by purchasing “vaquita-friendly” 

seafood products.  

Specifically, the goals for this project include: 

• Developing a menu of vaquita-safe products for AZA facilities to incorporate 

into their businesses practices. 

• Promoting visitor and community outreach programs on sustainable seafood 

choices that endorse vaquita-friendly practices. 

• Endorsing local and national advocacy efforts to maximize consumer 

purchasing of vaquita-friendly products. 

Culinary Conservation Project  

Project Coordinator 

Project Collaborators 

Project Funders 

Abandoned fish market in San Felipe. © D. Luke 
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Project Coordinator 

Project Collaborators 

Project Funders 
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Tourism opportunities may be available in beautiful 

San Felipe, Mexico. © Alex Espinosa 

Sustainable Livelihoods Project 

The coastal communities surrounding the vaquita habitat rely primarily on fishing 

to sustain their livelihoods. Since 2007, programs and small subsidies for fishers 

willing to stop fishing or switch out to alternative gear methods have been 

available to offset a portion of their typical income.  However, other community 

members who used to work in positions supporting the fishing industry, such as in 

processing plants, ice-making companies, deliveries, and markets, are no longer 

employed. While these communities view the vaquita as a source of Mexican 

pride, they are also beginning to see the vaquita as an entity to blame for their 

loss of income.   

Until alternative types of fishing gear are approved for use, sustainable livelihood 

choices that do not negatively impact vaquita need to be identified and provided to 

communities surrounding the vaquita range.  

Specifically, the goals for this project include: 

• Investigating the development of sustainable livelihoods that can support 

San Felipe, Santa Clara, and Puerto Peñasco. This is particularly important 

for Santa Clara where tourism plays a lesser role than in Puerto Peñasco 

and San Felipe. 

• Developing and implementing employment options with training and 

infrastructure. 

• Providing incentives for fishermen and their communities to adopt 

sustainable livelihoods. 



Project Coordinator 

Project Collaborators 

Project Funders 
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Totoaba fish maw for sale in Guangzhou, China 

© Environmental Investigation Agency 

Value Chain and Economic Impact Analysis Project 

If you are interested in being a Project Coordinator for this project, please contact 

SAFEvaquita@aza.org.   

Although the Mexican government announced a permanent ban on the use of 

gillnets throughout vaquita habitat in July 2016, gillnets continue to be used 

illegally to catch the endangered totoaba fish and as a result, vaquita are still 

being killed.  The lucrative totoaba fishery is driven by the demand for totoaba 

swim bladders in Asia where prices can range between $7,000-$14,000 USD 

each.  Due to the nature of the unlawful fishery, the amount of bycatch species, 

including vaquita, cannot be traced.  

A value chain and economic impact analysis of bycatch species caught illegally in 

gillnets is bolstered to enable the marketing of vaquita-friendly products at 

premium prices. It is imperative that an economic model, which returns profits to 

fishermen using legal fishing gear is established.  

Specifically, the goals for this project include: 

• Facilitating a value chain and economic impact analysis of totoaba from 

gillnets.  

• Evaluating traceability to assure that vaquita friendly products from the 

Upper Gulf are marketed at a premium price with transparency. 

• Promoting informed economic decision-making with current and potential 

market supply and demand trends. 
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Vaquita Rescue Project 

© Thomas A. Jefferson 

Project Coordinator 

Project Collaborators 

Project Funders 

Fewer than 30 vaquitas remain and their extinction is imminent if drastic measures are 

not taken at this time.  The Mexican government has determined that emergency action 

is needed to temporarily remove some vaquitas from their threatening environment and 

create a safe haven for them in human care.  An international team of experts has 

developed an emergency action plan that involves finding, catching, housing, and 

caring for vaquitas in San Felipe, Mexico.  Under SEMARNAT’s leadership, the 

Consortium for Vaquita Conservation, Protection, and Recovery (VaquitaCPR) will 

implement this plan with participating organizations, including SAFE.   

While this is a high risk operation, AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums have a 

successful record of saving species that were in a similar positions including the 

California condor, golden lion tamarin, and black-footed ferret and are ready to provide 

their expertise to also help save the vaquita.  

Specifically, the goals for this project include: 

• Engaging local communities in the planning and implementation phases of 

bringing vaquita into human care.  

• Constructing ex-situ land-based facilities to provide temporary housing for rescued 

vaquitas.  

• Rescuing vaquitas from their threatening environment.  

• Implementing optimal population management, husbandry, care, and welfare 

practices for vaquitas in human care. 

• Constructing long-term sea pen housing for rescued vaquitas until their in-situ 

environment is secured. 



DEFINING SUCCESS AND REPORTING PROGRESS  

The concept of ‘conservation’ is complex and includes many dimensions.  SAFE introduces a multi-

disciplinary approach for collaborative conservation that combines the power of more than 186 million 

annual zoo and aquarium visitors with the resources and collective expertise of AZA members, and 

partners, to save animals from extinction. 

To measure success, a monitoring and evaluation plan has been incorporated into each SAFE 

Conservation Action Plan Project that facilitates the assessment and adaptive management of its goals, 

actions, budget, and timeline.  These assessments are critical for assuring collaborator accountability, 

achieving the best possible outputs and outcomes, and providing real time feedback to partners and 

donors.  

Results of a project’s individual action item outputs are typically observed in shorter-term assessments 

while outcomes of the more comprehensive goals are observed in longer-term assessments. Results of 

the collective projects and overall content for this SAFE Conservation Action Plan will be assessed 

throughout its three-year duration to determine its affects on the long-term sustainability of the vaquita 

population. Critical actions to date can be found on the AZA website at https://www.aza.org/SAFE-

vaquita-conservation-projects.  

Ideally, the decline of the vaquita population will be halted within one generation time and reversed 

within 2 or more generations.  The ultimate conservation goal is for the vaquita to be consistently down-

listed on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species until it reaches the “Least Concern” category.  

As part of AZA’s ongoing commitment to the Signature Species, it is expected that a new SAFE Vaquita 

Marina Conservation Action Plan will be developed every three years until the ultimate conservation 

goal is met.  
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“AZA’s SAFE Vaquita Conservation Action Plan 

provides an important framework to identify, 

stimulate, and monitor the progress of the 

actions needed to save this species from 

extinction. We welcome the commitment of AZA 

member institutions to focus their resources and 

their constituencies on addressing the threats to 

this smallest of cetaceans.”  

-Dr. Rebecca J. Lent, Executive Director, Marine 

Mammal Commission. 

Structure of IUCN assessment categories © The 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. 
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• To financially support a significant portion of one or more of the projects included in this SAFE Vaquita 

Marina Conservation Action Plan, please contact SAFEvaquita@aza.org.  
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“SAFE provides us with an opportunity to 

work as a community to rethink and 

recalibrate how we go about the business of 

conservation. We need to find new ways to 

amplify our existing successful strategies. It 

is difficult and frustrating work, but if it 

was easy it would have been done already.”   

—David Bader, Director of Education, 

Aquarium of the Pacific  

ACTIONS YOU CAN TAKE 

AZA-Accredited Zoos and Aquariums 

Funders 

Individuals  
• Consume sustainable shrimp and fish products. Many resources are available to help guide sustainable 

choices through certification or government and non-government portals (e.g. NOAA, Seafood Watch,  

choosing wisely by the Aquarium of the Pacific).   

• Tell the complex vaquita / totoaba / fisherman story to your friends and family to increase awareness of 

the complexities of this conservation issue. 

• Visit an AZA-accredited aquarium or zoo to learn how they focus their conservation efforts for the 

vaquita and/or related animals. 

• Make a tax-deductible donation to SAFE to support the conservation of all SAFE animals, including 

vaquita: https://donatenow.networkforgood.org/safe  

• Provide support for one of your staff members to serve as a Project Coordinator for one of the projects 

included in this SAFE Vaquita Marina Conservation Action Plan. 

• Participate as a Project Collaborator on one or more of the projects included in this SAFE Vaquita 

Marina Conservation Action Plan. 

• Provide expertise and personnel resources to help fulfill specific project actions (e.g. graphic design, 

audience evaluation, animal care, research).  

• Provide financial support for one or more of the projects included in this SAFE Vaquita Marina 

Conservation Action Plan. 
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This Vaquita Marina Conservation Action Plan is a living document and can be found: 

https://www.aza.org/SAFE-vaquita.  This document will be edited as projects are adapted to meet changing 

needs and as Project Coordinators, Collaborations and Funders are added.  More detailed critical action steps and 

updates on progress made related to the projects included in this document are also regularly updated on the AZA 

SAFE webpages (https://www.aza.org/safe-vaquita-conservation-projects). 

8403 Colesville Road, Suite 710, Silver Spring, MD 20910 

http://www.aza.org/www.aza.org 

This document was written by the Conservation and Science team with the Association of Zoos & Aquariums. 
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