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Participants in Dolphin Encounter “'get acquainted"* with mammal, above; swim with them, lower left; trainer cuddles dolphin at mammal lab in Hanolulu,

The Flipper Flap

By LYNN SMITH,
TSmea Staff Writer

AIKOLOA, Hawail—

On Cheryl Burton's

list of fantasy ldven‘
rwlnunln

tween vialting Mlkor Wat and
‘malding love among the pyramids,

But after two weeks at the Hyatt
Regency Waikoloa, Burton still
had not been picked for the hotel's
daily Dolphin Encounter, a 30-
minute experience in which a half
dozen guests are allowed to join six
captive dolphins in the Hyatt's
lagoon. So Burton became more
‘methodical in her quest to have her
name drawn in the hotel's daily
Dolphin Encounter Lottery, from
which approximately 30 guests a
day are selected to swim with the
‘hotel dolphins.

The 39-year-old San Francisco
{inancial marketer admits she tried
offering $250 bribes to hotel em-
ployees and lottery winners, and
‘was ready to go up to §
then a winner didnt show, and
Burton found herself in the lagoon,
nuzzling a 300-pound animal witha
permanent grin.

Esager, Sometimes Desperate

Burton isjust one of thousands of
dolphin enthusiasts flocking to the
Hyatt's Dolphin Quest Program
and to other centers in Florida,
eager, sometimes desperate, to
awim with dolphins for reasons
ranging from the desire for an
unusual vacation to a search for
self-improvement and spiritual
awareness.

Asa result of the Hyatt's success,
resort hotels from Las Vegas to
‘Washington, D.C., are scrambling
toopen Lhelrnwndulph!nlsgoons,

Are Close Encounters With Captive Dolphins
ust Another New Rage, or Are They an Outrage?

But as fascination with the leg-
endary, large-brained mammals
continues to grow, so does the
controversy over whether such
encounters are good for either the
dolphins or people, and whether
Lhey should be atlowed at all.

A federal agency that handles
marine-mammal permits is inves-
tigating the Geaths of two. dolphins
at the Hyatt; there are unconfirmed
reports of injuries elsewhere, and

GEvery hotel in
Hawaii wants
to put a dol-
phin in the
pool...9

—Georgia Cranmore
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e experts have warned that
dheuu could be transferred back
and forth between the swimmer
and the dolphin.

Environmentalists complain that
such swim-with-dolphin programs
remove the highly social dolphing
from their diminishing families and
force them Lolnl.eucv. ‘with humans
2samer

All this, they say. is canlrary to
the purpose of the federal Marine

Mammal Protection Act, which
requires bona fide educational ben-
efits from the capture and display
of dolphins.

“Our major concern with the
swim-with programs is that they
are proliferating to facllities that
are not educational facilities. They
are hotels,” said Lesley Scheele,
small cetaceans coordinator for
Greenpeace International, based in
Ft. Lauderdale, Fla.

Captive dolphins do not breed
well, Scheele said, adding that the
continued capture and exploitation
of the water-dwelling mammals
could seriously impact their popu-
lationsat sea.

RELATED STORY: Page 8

Responding to complaints as well
a8 the growing number of requests
to operate dolphin swim centers,
the National Marine Fisheries Ser-
vice now is scrutinizing the pro-
grams run by Dolphin Quest and
three other facilities. Thoa¢ con-
cerns awso nave prompted the
agency | 1o review pravislons of the

Marine Mammal Protection
Ant for the first time in 15 years.

‘The service will decide by the
end of the year whether or how to
further regulate existing dolphin
displny or swim permits, which

. 31,

’l'he Dolphin Quest Program at
the Hyatt, a fantasy-themed hotel
on the Kohala coast, ia the latest
and perhaps most successful use of
dolphins asa tourist attraction.

‘When the hotel opened last No-
wvember, the half-hour, $55 dolphin
encounters were booked three
months in advance by guests who
were making their hotel reserva-

Please see DOLPHINS, Page 8
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tions around the dolphins' availa-
bility. Management switched to a
first-come, first-served system
‘with 48 hours’ notice, but dolphin
encounier slots were usually
booked 20 minutes after telephone
lines opened. Bventually, the lot-
tery system was Installed for appli-
eants, who include islanders and
guests of neighboring hotela.

“Every hotel in Hawaii wants to
put a dolphin in the swimming pool
for their guests,” said Georgia
Cranmore, an ecologist with the
National Marine Fisheries Service.

In addition to the Hyatt, the
service haa issued permits to Dol-
phins Plus, Dalphin Research Cen-
ter and Theater of the Sea in the
Florida Keys. Another, the Zoovet
Center, cperates a swim program at
Hawk's Cay Resort in Florida
while its permit is pending. And
oiitside U.S. jurisdiction, the Dol-
phin Experience at UNEXSO (In-
ternational Underwater Explorers
Society) on Grand Bahama Island
alse operates a dolphin swim pro-
gram,

Meanwhile, the federal govern-
ment ig investigating as yet uncon-
firmed reports of Injuries to hu-
mans in the swim-with-dolphin
lagoons, as well as the cleanliness
of the pools and the propriety of
flying dolphins thousands of miles
to be used for encounters.

The eight Atlantic bottlenose
dolphins in the Hyatt lagoon were
captured in the Gulf of Mexico by
Dolphin Quest operators, who
trained them to accept peting as
well as fish as rewards for good
behavior before flying them to
Hawaii.

Of the dozens of species of
dolphins, Atlantic bottlenose are
preferred ause they do mnot
migrate and are more comfortable
in shallow waters, uniike the Pacif-
ic bottlencse and spinner dolphing
native to the seas in the Hawailan
Islands, said Rae Stone, Deolphin
Quest owner and veterinarian.

Trainers insist the dolphins are
not forced to interact with humans.
If the captive dolphins didn’t like
being petied and played with by
strangers all day long, “they
wouldn't do it,” Dolphin Quest
training manager Jo Hay said.
There is a free zone in the 35,000~
square-fool lagoon where people
are not allowed, but the dolphins
choose not to use it, she gaid
Becurity guards watch the lagoon
24 hours a day to prevent people
from jumping in with them.

Still, if dolphins do not

the apen lagoon where humans ara.
waiting for them, a_net is used to
force_them_out_“Thoy_ara_like
children, _Thevil test™ you—Like
saying, ‘Do I really have to do this?'
Weaay, ‘Yes, youde, " Stone said,

“Once they're out in the open
lagoon, it is totally voluntary,” she
said, They re not fed during that
portion,”

(Trainers at the Dolphin Experi-
ence in the Grand Bahamas and
Dolphins Plus in Key Largo, Fla.,
said they allow some dolphins to
leave Lheir pens every day for the
open ccean. Territorial and aware
of their food source, they always
return, spokeamen said. The dol-
phins at the Hyait also have been
exposed to the open sea, which is
connected to_the lagoon, but
showed no_interest, according to
trainers.)

Once in the Hyatt lagoon with
humans, Stone said, dolphins are
protected in a variety of ways:
required life vesis prevent swim-
mers from chasing the dolphins,
and dorsal fin “rides” are forbid-
den. Swimmers are told not to
touch the dolphins’ blowholes.
They are encouraged to stroke the
dolphins’ skins, and to act enthusi-
astie if they want the dolphins to
play with them with hoops and
balls.

Stone ingists that Dolphin Quest,
which raises research funds and
holds field trips for local school
children, is more educational than
entectaining and helps create fu-
ture conservationists by hands-on
contact with the

Atlantic bottlenose dolphins lina up playfully, ready to have an **

Soclety agree that the program is
well run,

But ecologist Cranmore said,
“Obviously a hotel can never pri-
marily provide marine mammal
education; let's face it.”

On two separate mornings in
March and April, Dolphin Quest
trainers were shocked o discover
two previously healthy delphing
dead at the bottom of the 20-foot-
deep lagoon.

Veterinarian-owners Stone and
Jay Sweeney performed a necrop-
8y, concluding that the dolphins
died as a resuit of eating Hawailan
reef fish that swam into the lagoon.
The reef fish apparently had been
poisoned by algae growing along
the Kona coast, a common problerm,
state health officials said.

“It’s unfortunate these two ani-
mals were eating on the side,” sais
Hokama Yoshitsugi, an independ-
ent investigator and professor of
pathology at the University of
Hawaii who still is trying to pin-
point the precise biotoxin responsi-
hle.

“The thing that disturbs me is
this: Whatever you feed can be
recycled, After all, they have to go
to the bathroom, and you| had eight
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** with partici

Some also worry about whether
human swimmers and dolphins
may trangmit diseases to one an-

ther.

Dalphin Quest owner- veterinar-
ian Sweeney has written in pub-
lished journals that humans are
susceptible to a bacterial skin dis-
ease known as “fish handler’s dis-
ease” thal may enter the
through smalt cuts or abrasions.
‘While it commonly runa its course
within a few weeks, the bacteria
occasionally spreads to the heart,
where it can cause a life-threaten-
ing disease called endocarditis, ac-
<ording to Sweeney.

Laboratory tests also have
shown wheezing and coughing dol-
phins to be infected with human
viruses, he said. While such infec-
tion ia rare, “It also leaves open the
reverse potential of human infec-
tion back from the affected dol-
chins,” he sald.

So far, no casea of human infec-
tion have been reported from the
swim programs, Cranmore said.

But Cranmore said her office also
has received a few “fairly frighten-
ing"' letters from people who have
had bad dolphin encounters in
swim-with programs. One from an

of them. They
polluting Lhemselves and the algae
may be picking it up.”

After the deaths, the Mercham.
Marine and Fisheries Committee of
the U.S. House of Representatives
asked the Fisheries Service to
suspend the Dolphin Quest permit,

“However,at the moment, we don’t

Hawaii

ly swim from their holding tank to

and the West Hawaii Humane

have any i the deaths
were related to the swim program,”
Cranmore said.

ver of
what Cranmore called a “well-
known fact”—the "uverse'xed na-
ture of [male] bottls hing,”

at Hyatt F

y lagoon in Hawai

water than a dolphin came up
behind me, grabbed my leg and
started shaking forcefully, . . . I
thought I was under some kind of
attack, I saw to my astonishment
that it was a male dolphin and he
‘was trying to mate.

“'One woman was 50 upset she
tried to get out of the water only to
have the dolphin grab her scuba fin
and try pulling her back in," Forti

wraote.

Dolphins Plus co-owner Lloyd
Borgusa said it is impossible for a
dolphin to pull a swimmer into a
pool by grabbing a fin, but that
amorous interest on the part of
dolphins toward people is not un-

common.
“Dolphing and humans are the
only two species [that] use sex for
pleasure and procreation. They do
not mate only when they’re in heat,
‘The male dolphin can get amarous
at any time, toward anything.”
Despite the lingering health and
safety questions, dolphin program
aperators say they could easily sell
$40-350 half-hour slots for hun-
dreds of dollars each to enthusiastic
swimmers—who include partici-
pants in healing, communication or
10-i

seeking six already-caplive Atlan-
tic bottlenogse dolphins for a pro-
posed free-form, artificial salt wa-
ter lagoon that would allow
underwater viewing, but no awim-
ming.

The government has not given a
permit fnr the (acllity. which is
scheduled to open Dec.

Dolphin America, a "splxshy"
200-room hotel complex with a
dolphin museum, would feature
<dolphins on display only, said Doug
Michels, 45, a Washington-based
architect for clients who are con-
sidering two sites on Massachusetts
Avenue between the convention
center and Union Station,

The project would encourage
“creative communication” efforts
with the dolphins, Michels said.
‘While he opposes permanent cap-
tivity of dolphins, he said, “Once
we get it going and communication
established, only volunteer dol-
phins will be used.” He explained
that paychics would ask the dol-
phins to come to the hotel and
“They would come up the Potomac
River ’anrl meet us in the Tidal

in,"

A decade ago, Michels acknowl-
edged that the average person
might respond to his idea by say-
ing, “Lock him up.” Today, he said,
he is finding much more under-
standing.

However, Mary Caroline Mead-
ows, 48, therapist who advocates
healing through meditation
achieved through deep breathing,
got a hostile reception in Carefree,
Ariz,, where she first pitched “Des-
ert Dolphing"—~her dream of a
rejuvenating center for caplive
dolphins and ailing humans that
she said came te her in a vision
while she was deep breathing.

“A lot of people were really
upset about it,” said Diana Stockett,
of the Carefree Chamber of Com-
merce. “They felt dolphing had no
place in the desert.”

Meadows instead took her dream
to Tueson where, with the help of
private financial backers, she said
she plans to break ground this year
for a multimillion-dollar resort that
will include human underwater
bmh‘ing with delphin "midwives.”

In recent months, pmls have
been made for a dolphin lagoon at
The Mirage a_hotel now under
in Las Vegas, and for

particularly regarding lema!e hu-
mans.

‘The diver, Kathleen J. Forti of
Virginia Beach, Va., said in her
letter that she experienced “noth-
ing short of dolphin rape and
exploitation” while swimming at
Dolphins Plus in Key Largo in May,
1988, “No sconer did I get in the

two projects still in the planning
stages—"Desert Dolphing,” a 40-
acre health resort in Tucson, Ariz.,
and “Dolphin America” in Wash-
ington,

Mirage Director of Marine Oper-
ations Juite Onie said the dolphin
department of the 3,060-room,
tropical-theme Las Vegas hotel is

said some pecple believe
the dolphins can communicate to.
newborns and mothers are more
relaxed with a dolphin in the water.

Mike Schuliz, a trainer at Dal-
phin Experience in the Bahamas,
said he keeps an open mind about
whether dolphing ean communi-
cate telepathically.

“The Dolphin Experience would
have a lot of gain if what they say is
true,” he said. “We have, at the
mament, $20,000 in future book-
ings.”




