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Wild Bottlenose Dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) in Ecuador
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Rubbing body parts on animate and inanimate
objects is part of the diversity of play behaviors
recorded in several cetacean species both in cap-
tivity and in the wild, a practice quite widespread
particularly among delphinids (Paulos et al.,
2010; Dudzinski et al., 2012). Studies of captive
dolphins confirm that play is more frequently per-
formed by young animals (Tavolga, 1966; Kuczaj
& Eskelinen, 2014). In the wild, however, play
behavior is not always easy to assess because focal
animals are difficult to follow below the water’s
surface. Nevertheless, Dudzinski (1998) reported
that contact behaviors are more frequent between
animals of the same sex and age in wild Atlantic
spotted dolphins (Stenella frontalis). Rubbing
with body parts is one of the most frequent play
behaviors recorded in the wild; this includes dif-
ferent bottom surfaces and floating objects such
as seaweed, logs, and plastic buoys (Paulos et al.,
2010; Greene et al., 2011; Kuczaj & Eskelinen,
2014). A well-known case of rubbing play occurs
in killer whales (Orcinus orca) that rub their
bodies on the rocky seabed in Canada (Hoyt,
1981). Functionality of rubbing has been associ-
ated with hygiene, development of social skills,
help in facilitating molting, and as a play activity
(Kuczaj et al., 2006; Dudzinski et al., 2012). In
captivity, dolphins play with ropes placed deliber-
ately in the pool; but in the wild, rope rubbing has
not been previously reported.

The presence of a resident population of bottle-
nose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) in the inner
estuary of the Gulf of Guayaquil, Ecuador, has
been known for decades (Félix, 1994). Similar
to other estuarine areas (e.g., Irvine et al., 1981;
Fruet et al., 2011), this population is structured in
communities of about 100 animals. Dolphin com-
munities are organized as bands of females with
calves occupying specific areas within the commu-
nity home range (Félix, 1997). Posorja (2° 42' S,
80° 14' W) is mostly a fishing town located at the

northern entrance to the inner estuary of the Gulf
of Guayaquil, an estuarine area of high produc-
tivity (Stevenson, 1981) (Figure 1). The area is
near to the coastal marine protected area El Morro
Mangrove Wildlife Refuge, where ecotourism
activities are popular, including bird and dolphin
watching. Intense maritime traffic characterizes
the area because of the presence of artisanal and
industrial fishing fleets. Also, Posorja is located
in the ships’ access channel to Guayaquil City, the
largest port facility of Ecuador, 80 km upstream.
On 29 September 2014, during a dolphin-
watching trip at Posorja, some members of a
group of bottlenose dolphins were observed rub-
bing their bodies repeatedly along floating ropes.
When the subgroup was approached, it seemed
that a dolphin was entangled because the animal
was whirling its body with a rope close to the
surface. However, it soon became clear that it
was not tangled. The group contained about a
dozen dolphins, mostly mothers with calves and
immature individuals. This group belongs to a
well-known band of mothers and calves that the
author has observed for several years around this
village (Félix, 1994, 2013). The site was near the
dockyards area north of Posorja, where dozens of
trawlers and purse seiners dock. Despite intense
port activity in the area, this band of females has
been repeatedly observed here in different con-
texts—feeding, traveling, socializing, and resting
(Félix, unpub. data, 2011-2014). Additionally, this
is a preferred site by dolphin-watching operators.
During the observation, the bottlenose dolphin
group was dispersed within about a 200-m radius
in pairs and trios. Despite the strong tidal current,
which in this area can reach 7.5 km.h"' (Stevenson,
1981), dolphins remained in the area milling
back and forth during the observation (33 min).
Polypropylene ropes of 5-cm diameter hung from
a floating mooring buoy. The larger rope (about
20 m in length) had both ends tied to the buoy
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Figure 1. The location (Posorja) of the rope rubbing observation in the Gulf of Guayaquil

forming a collapsed loop, so there was no tension
in the rope. Whenever the group passed the rope,
several individuals approached the rope to rub,
sometimes more than one individual simultane-
ously. Because the rope was floating, the rubbing
behavior was performed mostly at the water sur-
face. Dolphins raised the rope in such a way that
it molded to the curvature of their bodies, seem-
ingly maximizing the surface of contact. Dolphins
rubbed the rope from rostrum to tail, both dorsally
and ventrally (Figure 2). During rubbing, dolphins
whirled their bodies around trying to touch the
rope with different body parts, and returned to rub
repeatedly. From the information contained in the
photographic material, it was estimated that rub-
bing bouts lasted between 79 and 191 s (Table 1),
after which dolphins continued movement away
from the area.

Since the boat approached to a short distance
during the sighting period, usually within 30 m
from the animals, it is not ruled out that the boat
affected the dolphins’ behavior or duration of rub-
bing. The lack of underwater visibility related to

murky water precluded confirming the position
of dolphins with respect to other members of the
group when rubbing. At least two mothers iden-
tified in the catalogue of the Whale Museum of
Salinas with ID numbers P16 and P61, and an
immature (ID# P69) and one smaller unmarked
animal (the second two individuals assumed to
be offspring of the females) engaged in rope rub-
bing. Dolphins repeated rubbing in three bouts
during the observation session. Dolphin ID# P61
was involved in the three occasions (Table 1).
Photographs and video were collected to document
the behavior. A video is available as support mate-
rial to this article (www.aquaticmammalsjournal.
org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article
&id=10&Itemid=147).

Studies in both captivity and in the wild show
that bottlenose dolphins are social mammals,
which engage in a variety of complex social
behaviors from an early age, including mimicry
of other dolphins, object play with manipulation
of artificial objects, vocal learning, tool use, and
more (e.g., Tavolga, 1966; Herman, 1980; Pack

Table 1. Information on the duration of three rubbing periods, individuals involved, and materials used for behavioral analysis

Period Lasting time Individuals Materials available

1 1330:04 -1331:24 h ID# P61 and one unidentified dolphin 19 photos, video (17 s)

2 1335:32-1338:46 h ID# P16, P61, P69, and one unidentified dolphin 55 photos, 3 videos (80 s)
3 1344:10 -1345:29 h ID# P61 and P69 28 photos, video (27 s)




dorsally (left) and ventrally (right) with a floating rope

& Herman, 2006; Mercado & DeLong, 2010;
Paulos et al., 2010; Mann et al., 2012; Kuczaj
& Eskelinen, 2014). For the wild dolphins at
Posorja, rope rubbing seemed deliberately per-
formed by dolphins. They were in control of the
situation despite the rope being an artificial ele-
ment in their habitat. It was not clear which indi-
vidual dolphin initiated the activity—one of the
adults or an immature individual—but rubbing
the rope seemed to provide a pleasant stimu-
lus to both age groups. During other occasions,
the author has seen dolphins of this community
manipulating floating objects such as plastic bags
and water hyacinths (Eichornia crassipes) with
different parts of their body (Félix, 2013). Unlike
those observations when the animals approached
objects individually, at least four different dol-
phins were involved in rubbing the rope. The par-
ticular characteristics of the rope regarding length,
thickness, material roughness, and absence of
tension might have created proper conditions to
encourage a group activity. It seemed that the dol-
phins did not perceive the floating rope as a threat
but, rather, as an opportunity to play or to rub off
dead skin. Because rope debris has been reported
in this port area before this observation, it is pos-
sible that this is not the first time these dolphins
rubbed mooring ropes.

Dudzinski et al. (2012) compared dolphin
self-rubbing (a single dolphin contacting one or
multiple parts to something other than another
dolphin) and social rubbing (pectoral fin contact
between dolphin pairs) and concluded that both
actions have different functions, with self-rubbing
typically not possessing any social function. The
case reported herein falls into the self-rubbing cat-
egory because an inanimate object was used by
dolphins. Since the described activity involved
mothers with calves interacting as a social unit
in a recurrent manner, the behavior may well be
referred to as social play (Bekoff, 2001). During
rubbing periods, dolphins took turns and shared

Figure 2. Different moments when individuals of a group of bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) approached for rubbing

the ropes, suggesting that the observed behavior
could have a learning component and may help
to reinforce social bonds between members of the
group. In captivity, bottlenose dolphins have been
seen rubbing ropes both individually or as a social
activity, sometimes competing to get the best part
of the rope (K. Terrell, pers. comm., 23 October
2014). According to Kuczaj & Eskelinen (2014),
play would provide more than pleasure to dol-
phins and would serve multiple purposes, includ-
ing development of cognitive skills to identify and
interact with other members of the group. In the
wild, social play may help calves in the learning
process to determine their place in the social net-
work (Kuczaj & Eskelinen, 2014). The observed
rubbing behavior may have a similar connota-
tion as other social play behaviors performed by
dolphins such as aerial displays, riding waves,
and self-beaching (see a review of cetaceans’
play behaviors in Paulos et al., 2010). The event
reported herein also shows that wild bottlenose
dolphins, similar to captive dolphins, have the
ability to improvise play behaviors with inanimate
objects as part of their complex social life.
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