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by Charles C. Hofer

The  �/DĈ� of the  
 Vaquita

THE WORLD’S 
SMALLEST 
PORPOISE 

FACES 
EXTINCTION. 

Just south of the U.S.-Mexico 
border in the Mexican state 
of Sonora, sits a region of 
breathtaking natural beauty. It’s 
a world where the desert meets 

the sea. O! any coastal highway lies the 
endless Sonoran Desert punctuated by 
giant saguaro cactus. On the other side of 
the road are the warm waters of the Gulf 
of California, home to a dizzying array 
of marine life. Legendary ocean explorer 
Jacques Cousteau dubbed these waters 
“"e World’s Aquarium.” 

But all is not well in this marine 
paradise. One of the Gulf’s most beloved 
residents is teetering on the brink of 
extinction. "e vaquita, which in Spanish 

means “little cow,” is the world’s smallest 
cetacean. It’s also the most endangered 
marine mammal on Earth. 

Known to science only since 1958, the 
vaquita might vanish before we ever fully 
understood it. "e species’ population 
has dropped a staggering 99 percent in 
the last two decades. An estimated 600 
vaquita roamed these waters in 1997. 
A decade later about 250. By 2015, just 
60 vaquita remained. Today, scientists 
estimate that around 10 vaquita live in 
the wild. “Every time I see one, I wonder: 
Is this the last one I’m going to see?” 
Bob Pitman, an ecologist who studies 
cetaceans, has told journalists. “Is this 
the last one anyone’s going to see?”




