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The Guiana Dolphin Sotalia guianensis (van 
Bénedèn, 1864) is a coastal delphinid species distributed 
along central and South America.  This species inhabits 

coastal and estuarine waters from Honduras (~140N) 
to southern Brazil (~270S) (da Silva & Best 1996), and is 
one of the most vulnerable dolphins along the south-
western Atlantic Ocean due to incidental interactions 
with artisanal fisheries (Barreto et al. 2010), and is 
categorized as a Data Deficient species (IUCN 2015). 

The Guiana Dolphin is mainly piscivorous, being an 
opportunistic predator or having some food preferences.  
At least 70 fish species from 25 families are consumed 
by this dolphin along its distribution (Rosas et al. 2010).  
In southeastern Brazil, around 220S, the feeding habit of 
this dolphin was previously described by Di Beneditto 
& Ramos (2004), whose study analyzed 77 dolphins 
collected from 1987 to 1998, and by Di Beneditto & 
Siciliano (2007), in which 10 dolphins obtained from 

Abstract: Along the north and central coast of Rio de Janeiro State 
(22025’S–23000’S), southeastern Brazil, the Guiana Dolphin Sotalia 
guianensis forages on neritic prey, mainly fish.  From the analysis 
of the dolphin’s stomach contents and the identification of partially 
digested prey, it was verified that the most frequent prey species were 
young specimens of Trichiurus lepturus.  Comparing our results with 
previous studies on the feeding habits of Guiana Dolphin in the same 
region, we noticed the maintenance of its feeding preferences during 
more than two decades, indicating little or no change in the use of 
prey by this top predator. 

Keywords: Atlantic Ocean, Brazil, feeding habits, piscivory, Sotalia 
guianensis.
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2001 tto 2005 were analyzed.  The presentt sttudy provfides 

supplementtary  finformafion  on  tthe  feedfing  habfitts  of 

tthe Gufiana Dolphfin (Image 1) fin tthfis regfion, dfiscussfing 

possfible,  fif  any,  changes  fin  fitts  feedfing  preference  fin 

more tthan ttwo decades (1987–2011).

Metthods

Regular  beach  surveys  were  conductted  along 

tthe  nortth  and  centtral  coastt  of  Rfio  de  Janefiro  Sttatte 

(22025’S–23000’S)  (Ffig.  1),  fin  2010  and  2011,  resulfing 

fin  seven  carcasses  of  Gufiana  Dolphfins  pficked  up  for 

dfissecfion,  fin  varfious  sttages  of  decomposfifion,  namely 

sttages 2 tto 4 (Geracfi & Lounsbury 2005).  We evaluatted 

tthefir  sttomach  conttentts  tto  finvesfigatte  tthefir  feedfing 

habfitts  (Table  1).    The  recovered  fittems,  ottolfitths  and 

supraoccfipfittal bones (fin tthe case of Trfichfiurus leptturus), 

were  dry  preserved  and  used  tto  fidenfify,  quanfify, 

and  esfimatte  tthe  lengtth  and  wefightt  of  tthe  fish  prey 

specfies,  accordfing  tto  Dfi  Benedfitto  ett  al.  (2001).    For 

Ffigure 1. Sttrandfing areas of tthe Gufiana Dolphfin specfimens fin tthe nortth and centtral coastt of Rfio de Janefiro Sttatte, souttheasttern Brazfil.

Image 1. Gufiana Dolphfin Sottalfia gufianensfis

© Renatta Emfin-Lfima
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each stomach, the maximum number of otoliths (left 
or right) or supraoccipital bones was used to indicate 
the total number of fish ingested. The Index of Relative 
Importance: IRI= [(%NF + %BF) × %OF], proposed by Pinkas 
et al. (1971), determined the representativeness of each 
fish species, considering NF as numeric frequency, BF as 
biomass frequency, and OF as occurrence frequency. 

After the stomach contents analysis, the recovered 
items were discarded.  The dolphins’ carcasses are 
deposited in the cetaceans collection of the Grupo de 
Estudos de Mamíferos Marinhos da Região dos Lagos.

Results and Discussion
Eight fish species (105 individuals and 10,945.5g) 

were identified in the stomach contents of the seven 
evaluated specimens (Table 2).  The number of fish 
species per stomach varied from one to four.  Back 
calculations of fish lengths indicate that the dolphin 
preyed mainly upon juvenile individuals (Table 2).  These 
eight-fish species inhabit neritic waters and are abundant 
all year round in the study region (Di Beneditto & Lima 
2003).  In general, the prey species have low commercial 
value or are considered by-catch in the local artisanal 
fisheries (Di Beneditto et al. 1998).

The prey species are demersal (Sciaenidae family 
species, Porichthys porosissimus and Ariosoma 
opisthophthalma) or pelagic-demersal (T. lepturus), 
indicating that the Guiana Dolphin captures their prey 
along the water column.  Previous studies described 
36 prey species, among fish and squids, in stomach 
contents of the Guiana Dolphins along the study region 
(Di Beneditto & Ramos 2004; Di Beneditto & Siciliano 
2007).  The results of the present study (Table 2) 

Date Area Total length (cm) Sex

21.viii.2010 Manguinhos - -

27.viii.2010 Manguinhos 190.0 Female

29.ix.2010 Quissamã 180.0 Male

21.xi.2010 Quissamã 187.0 -

06.i.2011 Quissamã 195.0 Female

28.i.2011 Rasa 195.0 -

14.ii2011 Iquipari - -

Table 1. Field data on the specimens of Guiana Dolphin Sotalia 
guianensis recovered along the north and central coast of Rio de 
Janeiro State, southeastern Brazil.

NF
(%)

BF
(%)

OF
 (%) IRI

Density (n) per 
stomach

Mean _ SD

Size (cm)
Mean _ SD

Biomass
per stomach (g)

Mean _ SD

Teleosts

Trichiurus lepturus 1 39.1 57.8 57.1 5532.9 10 ± 12 64.2 ± 15.2 154.4 ± 174.8

Porichthys porosissimus 1 27.6 17.1 42.8 1913.2 10 ± 9 18.0 ± 3.0 64.4 ± 31.0

Cynoscion jamaicensis 2 17.1 13.1 28.6 863.7 9 ± 8 15.8 ± 2.5 79.8 ± 28.7

Isopisthus parvipinnis 2 8.6 4.1 42.8 543.6 3 ± 2 11.3 ± 5.6 49.9 ± 101.9

Ariosoma opisthophthalma 1 4.8 4.0 14.3 125.8 5 47.3 ± 9.7 87.7 ± 70.6

Menticirrhus americanus 2 0.9 3.5 14.3 62.9 1 25.9 378.1

Cynoscion guatucupa 1 0.9 0.4 14.3 18.6 1 17.0 47.2

Larimus breviceps 2 0.9 0.02 14.3 13.2 1 3.8 2.3

1 - total length; 2 - standard length; NF - numeric frequency; BF - biomass frequency; OF - occurrence frequency; SD - standard deviation; IRI - Index of Relative 
Importance: [(%FN + %FB) _ %FO].

Table 2. Fish species found in the Guiana Dolphin Sotalia guianensis stomachs in the north and central coast of Rio de Janeiro State, 
southeastern Brazil.

together with these previous studies point to T. lepturus 
as the main prey species, with IRI around 5,000, which 
is three or five times greater than the IRI of the second 
most consumed species.  Additionally, Di Beneditto et 
al. (2011) and Kehrig et al. (2013) verified by mercury 
concentration and nitrogen stable isotope (15N) analysis 
that T. lepturus is the most assimilated prey in Guiana 
Dolphin diet, corroborating the local importance of 
this fish as a food resource to this predator.   Santos et 
al. (2002) analyzed the stomach content of 16 Guiana 
Dolphin specimens stranded along the São Paulo State 
(~250S), also in south-eastern Brazil; however, those 
authors recorded fish from Sciaenidae family as the 
most important prey species.  Differences in the Guiana 
Dolphin feeding habits along its distributional range are 
probably related to the local features, as salinity, river 
discharges and interspecific relationships, reflecting in 
prey occurrence and abundance.  Additionally, temporal 
variation among the studies and differences in sampling 

Feeding habit of Sotalia guianensis in Brazil Di Beneditto et al. 



Journal of Threatened Taxa | www.threatenedtaxa.org | 26 February 2017 | 9(2): 9840–9843 9843

Feeding habit of Sotalia guianensis in Brazil Di Beneditto et al. 

Threatened Taxa

methods may also explain the different results.

Conclusion
The present study provides supplementary 

information on the feeding habits of the Guiana 
Dolphin in southeastern Brazil.  It confirms this dolphin 
as primarily piscivorous, feeding preferentially on T. 
lepturus, along the north and central coast of Rio de 
Janeiro State.  The presence of this prey species as the 
main food item for Guiana Dolphins in more than two 
decades indicates the massive and regular abundance 
of this resource along the study area.  Thus, we can 
conclude that little or nothing has changed in the feeding 
habit of the Guiana Dolphin during this period, and the 
prey availability does not compromise the presence 
of this species in the region.  We bring attention to 
the significance of the present information and its 
consideration in future evaluation of the status and 
strategies for the conservation of the Guiana Dolphin.
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