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It’s time to live blue™

‘The Blue Park’ in Our Backyard
You’ll Flip for Our Fur Seals

Marketing Director’s Passion 
for Aquarium is Contagious



—Emily Greenhalgh

global explorers

8 9

Roughly 130 miles southeast of Cape 
Cod is a park featuring canyons deeper 
than the Grand Canyon, giant, dormant 
volcanoes with peaks taller than anything 
east of the Rocky Mountains, and a 
vast amount of marine wildlife from 
cold-water corals to endangered whales. 
This “blue park” is the fi rst and only 
marine national monument in the U.S. 
waters of the Atlantic Ocean. The 
Northeast Canyons and Seamounts 
Marine National Monument was 
established in 2016 and is renowned 
for its incredible biodiversity.

“People call it the Serengeti of the sea,” 
said scientist Dr. Ester Quintana. “It’s 
an area that has a lot of wildlife. There 
are whales, dolphins, all kinds of sea 
turtles, and coral reefs. It’s a very 
productive area.” 
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Ester, Research Scientist at the Anderson 
Cabot Center for Ocean Life at the New 
England Aquarium, is part of a team that 
performs aerial surveys of the monument 
to help update assessments of the area’s 
diverse wildlife and provide evidence that 
proves the value of this unique blue park. 
The monument is located on the edge 
of the continental shelf as it drops into 
the sea. 

“The monument includes depth gradients, 
which represent different habitats 
for different species. The interplay 
between the topography and oceanic 
currents has profound consequences 
for diversity,” said Ester. “This is part of 
why oceanographic canyons such as the 
monument are hotspots of biodiversity.”

In November 2017, Ester and her team 
spent a day in a small four-seater 
plane to perform their second and fi nal 
aerial survey of the year. They made 
27 observations of marine life during 
the four hours they were in the air. “An 
extraordinary number for such a small 
area,” Ester wrote in a blog post about 
the day. 

Sightings included 25 bottlenose 
dolphins, 58 common dolphins, 37 
Risso’s dolphins, 11 rarely seen Cuvier’s 
beaked whales, four fi nback whales, 
and a sperm whale. 

“People call it the Serengeti of the sea,” 
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“The Cuvier’s beaked whales for me were 
very unexpected,” said Ester. “They’re 
offshore and relatively small compared 
to other whales, so when they come to 
the surface they’re not as obvious.” Yet 
the survey team saw 11 Cuvier’s whales 
during its short survey, some of which 
were very young animals. In fact, except 
for the fi n whales and sperm whale, every 
group the researchers saw included 
calves or juveniles. 

“This survey adds to our analysis 
showing the incredible diversity and 
abundance of marine mammals in the 
Northeast Canyons and Seamounts 
Marine National Monument and supports 
the idea that this area is worthy of 
complete protection,” said Dr. Scott 
Kraus, Vice President and Senior Science 
Advisor at the Anderson Cabot Center. 
“The number of calves and young 
animals among the dolphin groups was 

very high—it’s beginning to look like a 
nursery. Given that this is the only fully 
protected ocean habitat in the U.S. 
waters of the Atlantic, the canyons and 
seamounts monument is looking more 
precious with every survey.”

Although the monument was only 
declared in 2016, the 4,913 square miles 
of underwater canyons and seamounts 
have been the subject of decades 
of research by scientists at the New 
England Aquarium and colleagues 
at other institutions. These years of 
dedicated research were instrumental in 
the decision to protect this unique area. 
The cold, nutrient-rich waters represent 
a diverse series of rich ecosystems, 
include deep-sea corals, and provide 
food and shelter to marine life—from 
seabirds to rare and endangered 
species of sea turtles and whales. 

The monument is a safe haven 
that gives these animals a 
chance to interact with each 
other without much human 
interference. “There is some 
boat traffi c and fi shing gear, but 
it’s not like near the coast,” said 
Ester. The monument is closed 
to most human activities. 

“It was declared protected 
because it was such a unique 
area,” said Ester. “New policies 
recommend that something like 
90 percent of offshore waters 
become open for drilling or 
exploration. That’s pretty much 
everything. Having this small 
section protected the way it 
is a very good thing.”

It may be protected from direct human 
interaction, but the monument is not 
immune to human-caused climate 
change. According to the U.S. National 
Climate Assessment—the United 
States’ report card on its climate 
health—from 1982 to 2006, sea surface 
temperatures in the coastal Northeast 
warmed by close to twice the global 
rate. This change highlights the 
importance of having a living laboratory 
in our backyard to study how these 
species are reacting to a changing 
climate and warming sea temperatures. 

“Having this protected is taking us in 
the right direction for conservation,” 
said Ester. “If we go backward, it will 
be harder to add these protections 
again in the future.”

Research Scientist Ester Quintana and 
Observer Paul Nagelkirk take part in an 
aerial survey of the marine monument 
in 2017. Photo: Richard Jackson

A sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) swims near 
the ocean surface. Photo: Anderson Cabot Center for Ocean Life

Bottom: A large group of Risso’s dolphins 
(Grampus griseus) swims at the surface during 
the 2017 monument survey. 
Photo: Anderson Cabot Center for Ocean Life
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