
FIRSTLY, SOME IMPORTANT INFORMATION FOR ADULTS (do not print this page):

WHO WE ARE

We are a multidisciplinary team formed by people from different countries and fields of study, 
who worked cooperatively to create an educational material in order to show the “l itt le ones” how 
cetaceans live in their natural environment, the ocean, compared to their situation in captivity. After 
some intense and rewarding work this material of  free distribution  was born.

The team does not represent any organization, our work was 
voluntary and unpaid, and therefore, the sale or misuse of the 

material is strictly prohibited.
THE IDEA

Despite the level and amount of information available against captivity, the number of zoos continues 
to increase, since much of the population is unaware of the main factors involved in this industry. 
Most of the information that exists is directed to adults, hence the idea of creating a specific material 
adapted to “l i tt le ones”, available in different languages.

We have to start by educating in schools: 
children are not only the future generations but also have 

the audacity to change the mentality of their parents.
This material can be used both by aware teachers and people of other educational areas who decide 
to take a step further in addressing local schools to expose this matter. Companies or NGOs can also 
use the material in environmental education activit ies.

It is important not to leave aside the countries where cetaceans in captivity are already banned or 
simply do not exist because their inhabitants are potential tourists in countries where it is common 
practice.

With the help of the Internet, our aim is for any person or group anywhere in the world to have access 
to this material and give it the best possible use. For those who think that an isolated act does not 
change anything, and as a summary of this project, we want to quote a Uruguayan author, Eduardo 
Galeano, who said the following:

Small people, in small places, doing small things, 
can change the world.

THE MATERIAL

This material is intended for people aged between 9 and 99 years. It consists of a total of six cards 
with different information and linking or coloring activit ies (we recommend printing on front and back, 
and also contribute to the environment by saving paper). The material is divided into two sections:

I: General characteristics and biology of cetaceans in their natural environment. On the three 
main species found in zoos: orcas, bottlenose dolphins and belugas.

II: Cetaceans in captivity. Comparative view of cetaceans in freedom and humans on the l iving 
conditions of these animals in the pools of zoos

IMPORTANT: as an extra activity for adults, we recommend you to draw a world map on large paper 
to show children the size of the ocean compared to the size of a swimming pool. Moreover, according 
to each case, it would be interesting to have information on nearby places that offer the possibil i ty of 
watching cetaceans at l iberty so as to offer a real alternative to seeing wildlife close to home, rather 
than visit the species in zoos.

For more information visit our website: www.freecetaceans.com





MISTICETOS = baleen whales. Their way of feeding 
is called passive. Baleen plates are structures located 
inside the mouth of large whales and used to filter the 
water and capture small shrimp, called krill, as well as 
small fish.

I. OVERVIEW AND BIOLOGY

THE CETACEANS
Cetaceans are marine animals belonging to the group of mammals, just like us humans. While fish 
breathe oxygen directly from water through an organ called gills, cetaceans on the contrary and in 
the same way as the rest of mammals, breath air through their lungs. This is one of the reasons 
we can see them quite often on the water surface.

Among the following drawings find and circle the cetaceans. Feel free to color them.

The cetaceans are divided into two main groups, odontoceti and mysticeti. These strange names 
come from Ancient Greek and mean:

Can you tell which of the following drawings 
represents the mouth of odonteceti and which 
is the mouth of mysticeti? Color both drawings. 

ODONTOCETES = toothed cetaceans. 
Their way of feeding is called active, that 
is, they go after the prey. 



Which of the following drawings is the orca? What about the bottlenose dolphin? And the beluga?
On each of them mark where the snout, the blowhole and teeth, eyes and ears are located.

Fins. 
Cetaceans have three types of fins.

Adult male orcas have a very large dorsal 
fin that can reach more than 1.5m in length.

PARTS OF THE BODY 

Head. The head is where we find the beak, or snout, teeth, eyes, and 
tiny holes which are the ears. 

Blowhole. Cetaceans breathe through a hole located on the top of 
their heads called blowhole. While they are swimming under water, 
the blowhole is closed so that no water gets in. When they reach the 
surface to breathe they expel the water collected on the top part of 
the blowhole forming a water spray called blow or spout, which is 
visible and has a characteristic sound.

Now 
let us focus 

on a few species of 

odontoceti:

ORCAS, BOTTLENOSE 

DOLPHINS AND 
BELUGAS 

Let’s see what 

characterizes them!

The tail fin, used for locomotion, is 
located at the end of the body and 
moves up and down. 

The dorsal fin has a 
balancing function, but is not 

present in all species.

The pectoral fins are 
located on both sides of 
the body and are used to 
maneuver. 

Another interesting fact is that the 
beluga has no dorsal fin, but a small 
and very rigid ridge that they use to 

break the ice of the Arctic.



COLOR

The cetacean body color varies greatly from one 
species to another. 

ORCAS. Their main color is black and covers the 
entire body and all fins. The region of the eye, jaw 
and belly is white. 

Color the 
drawings according to the 

typical colors of each species: 
black and white for the orca, gray 

for the bottlenose dolphin and white 
for the belugas.   

BOTTLENOSE DOLPHINS. They eat mostly 
fish, but can also eat squid and invertebrates.

BOTTLENOSE DOLPHINS. The whole body 
is dark gray, except the belly area where the 
coloration becomes lighter. 

BELUGAS. Their bodies are entirely white as 
snow.

BELUGAS. They feed on fish such as cod and 
salmon, and can also eat squid, octopus, crabs 
and shrimp. 

FEEDING BEHAVIOURS

These animals often travel long distances to 
find food. They are real athletes!

ORCAS. They have a varied diet. Each population 
of orcas specializes in eating different animals, 
which include fish, other marine mammals such 
as seals and other cetaceans, as well as turtles 
and penguins. 



These animals are very 
social and form close-knit 
family groups! So much 

so that in some cases the 
young spend the rest of their 
lives living in the same family 

group as the mother.

 Think of all the facts you learned today and name the ones that can describe the life of these animals in 
their natural environment, the Ocean.  

1.-

2.-

3.-

4.-

5.-

Orcas, bottlenose dolphins and belugas 
are happy animals living in the ocean! 

Communication is made through sounds that vary within the same species. For example, a population 
of orcas or bottlenose dolphins in the northern hemisphere could not communicate with a southern 
hemisphere population, it would be like speaking different languages! 

Communication happens through a system known as echolocation, which allows these animals not only 
to talk to each other but also to see even without light. Echolocation is also used to help hunting. 

Cetaceans do not sleep as we humans do. They are always conscious and both sides of the 
brain take turn sleeping. 

They are also very playful! They enjoy swimming at high speed and doing jumps. Also, they can 
be very curious and play with other species or with boats. 

COMMUNICATION AND FAMILY STRUCTURE



II. ANIMALS IN CAPTIVITY 

Everyone knows that some orcas, bottlenose dolphins and belugas do not live in their natural habitat. 
These animals were caught at sea, separated from their families and now live in small pools in zoos 
spread throughout the world.

The ocean is very, very large, three times larger than the land surface, and these animals are great 
“athletes” swimming long distances every day.

Now, picture a swimming pool. Could they swim as much in a swimming pool? 
No! In the case of orcas they would have to swim 1400 laps a day! 

Who could swim all these laps a day throughout their lives without getting 
bored? 

Maybe it is not fun to live like that. 

The pools of zoos do not have enough space for these animals 
to swim the daily distances they need to live a happy life!



HABITAT

The habitat of cetaceans is the sea. Dolphins and whales are spread over all the oceans of our 
planet. The ocean covers an area three times larger than the land surface. That shows how bigger 
the home of these animals is compared to the space humans occupy. Besides, these animals travel 
great distances every day. 

Look at 
the distribution 

of each species in 
the ocean. Draw the 

animals we studied so far 
(orca, dolphin or beluga). 

Remember to put the 
animal in a part of the 
world where it usually 

lives, the ocean!

Let’s do an exercise!

Imagine that the zoo pool is now this room and we are the dolphins who live in it. 
Who would like to live their whole lives inside this classroom without being able to go out, 
see the nature and be with their families?

Exactly, no one! Captive animals do not enjoy it either.

Orcas, dolphins and belugas are alone in these pools, that is, without any of their families or 
friends. Besides, they speak different languages, which prevents them from becoming friends, and 
sometimes it even makes them angry at each other. 

In addition, most cetaceans that live in the zoo are required to do shows every day to get food. In 
nature this behavior does not exist.



In the pools of zoos the large fin of male orcas is bent. 

This fin is like one of our muscles and if not exercised it loses its 
structure! 

That is to say that captive cetaceans are not able to swim as well as 
they would in the sea!

Imagine you have to live in this classroom your whole life without friends or family and without understanding 
the language of the other children here. In order to get food you would have to do some exercises. 
You would have no space to run nor could you visit other places. How do you think you would feel?

1.-

2.-

3.-

4.-

5.-

Which of these feelings could also be applicable to cetaceans in captivity? 

1.-

2.-

3.-

4.-

5.-

With all we have learned today, in your opinion, where are cetaceans happier, at sea or in the pool 
of a zoo?

We hope you have learned a few things about cetaceans and now understand the 
disadvantages of having animals like orcas, dolphins and belugas living in captivity.

IF WE WANT SEE THESE ANIMALS HAPPY,
WE HAVE TO VISIT THEM IN THEIR NATURAL HABITAT, THE SEA!

THAT IS WHERE THEY CAN FEEL TRULY HAPPY!


