
Help save Vaquita – the World’s Most Endangered Marine Mammal 

http://www.nmmf.org/vaquitacpr.html 
 

SELF-GUIDED TOUR 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 
 

AT THE AQUARIUM/GULF OF MEXICO WING 
Texas State Aquarium houses Gulf of Mexico marine life in naturalistic habitats. Students and 

teachers alike will enjoy the journey from nearshore to deep water habitats. Use the habitat 

descriptions below to guide your exploration. 

 

Backbay and Nearshore - Estuaries are shallow bays, salt marshes, and seagrass beds where 

fresh and salt waters meet. Organisms in this habitat must be able to withstand changing salinity 

(salt content). These nutrient-rich, sheltered habitats are nurseries for a variety of commercially 

important shrimp, oysters, and open ocean fishes. 

 
The sandy, featureless nearshore offers no hard surfaces for shelter or attachment sites and little 

habitat variety. Nearshore organisms must adapt to life in the open water or on the 

sandy bottom. Rock jetties, built to maintain open channels to inland ports, provide 

shelter and permanent homes for many marine organisms. 

 

Islands of Steel - Oil and gas production platforms create “islands” in the vast open water of 

the Gulf. These man-made structures provide rare hard surfaces upon which algae, barnacles, 

corals, sponges, and oysters attach. Within months, the bare steel of the artificial reef is covered 

with marine life that serve as the basis of a diverse community. 

 

Saving Sharks - Saving Sharks is an interactive, informative exhibit designed to help you and 

your students discover the diversity of sharks in the Gulf of Mexico and across the globe. Save 

plenty of time to track sharks at the OCEARCH computer stations, watch video of shark tagging 

and research activities with local scientists, touch a few of the smaller shark species, and learn all 

about the research and conservation. See https://texasstateaquarium.org/exhibits- 

animals/saving-sharks/ for more information. 
 

Flower Gardens - The Flower Garden Banks are near the edge of the continental shelf about 

115 miles south of Galveston. Salt domes have pushed the sea bed into the photic zone, the layer 

of light-penetrating water where corals grow. Coral reefs provide homes for a myriad of 

marine plants and animals, and are considered rainforests of the sea. 

 
The Flower Gardens exhibit holds approximately 40,000 gallons of salt water and is home to many 

fish including angelfish, parrotfish, burrfish, trigger fish, stingrays, and many more. 
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Tentacles - Jellies (not jellyfish) belong to the Phylum Cnidaria, which means “like nettles,” 

along with corals and sea anemones. Each tentacle on a jelly is covered with dozens of stinging 

cells called nematocysts. This simple, fragile, and sometimes ominous animal drifts with the 

ocean currents as part of the vast plankton community. In this gallery, you will also find octopus, 

cuttlefish, and chambered nautilus – those head-footed Cephalopods of the Mollusca Phylum. 

 

Otter Creek - Otter Creek is home to some of the Aquarium’s friskiest animals, the North 

American river otters. The river otter is equally at home in the water and on land. It makes its 

home in a burrow near the water’s edge, and can thrive in river, lake, swamp, or estuary 

ecosystems. 

 
At one time, river otters were common throughout North America. Due to the overhunting 

otters for their thick fur, their numbers have declined. Currently, water pollution and 

habitat loss threaten the river otter. In Texas, they are protected by the hunting laws, and do 

not make good pets! 

 

Tortuga Cay - Of the sea turtle species found worldwide, five inhabit the Gulf of Mexico: 

the loggerhead, green, hawksbill, Kemp’s ridley, and leatherback sea turtles. Six of the seven 

species of sea turtles are listed as Endangered or Critically Endangered. The Tortuga Cay sea 

turtles are non-releasable and are permanent residents of the 30,000 gallon exhibit. 

 
Dolphin Bay - Dolphin Bay is a state-of-the-art habitat that contains 400,000 gallons of 

saltwater. It is home to four Atlantic bottle nose dolphins. 

 
These dolphins have a robust body and a short, thick beak. Their coloration ranges from light gray 

to black with lighter coloration on the belly. All marine mammals, including these dolphins, 

share five characteristics: they all have hair at some point in their lives, give birth to live 

young, and produce milk to nourish their young. They are also all warm-blooded, and breathe 

oxygen from the atmosphere. 

 
AT THE AQUARIUM/CARIBBEAN   WING 
Traveling south to the Caribbean Sea, by way of the Gulf of Mexico, is Mexico’s Yucatan peninsula, 

which rests where the two bodies of water meet. Here, vast numbers of animals thrive among 

the mixed habitats: tropical forests, palm savannahs, coral reefs, mangrove forests, and even 

underwater caves. 

 
Within this diverse region of plant and animal life is the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve. This 1.3-

million-acre reserve is one of the largest protected areas in Mexico. The diversity of life within 

the biosphere is exceptional; including mammals like the sloth and aqouti, a large number 

of resident and migratory birds, four sea turtle species, as well as hundreds of fish species. 
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Cenote 
Cenotes are underground sinkholes that vary in range and size. While cenotes can look like rivers 

or small lakes, they are formed by an entirely different process. Cenotes are formed by rain that 

seeps through the cracks in the limestone landscape, which slowly dissolves the rocks from 

underneath. Cenotes are vital to life in the Yucatan, being the only source of fresh water in the 

jungle. 

 

Wetland Forest - The coastal Yucatan harbors a distinctive type of swamp known locally as 

petenes, which are tree islands made up of mixed tropical forest, mangroves, or 

flooded grasslands. The salty or brackish waters of these marshy areas are the perfect home 

for turtle, bird, and fish species. 

 
Flamingos especially favor these shallow coastal lagoons. Their long legs and neck allow them to 
wade expertly into the water. They then use their webbed feet to stir up the mud bottom 
and then plunge their large bill underwater to catch prey. 

 
Mangrove Forest - Mangroves are small trees that grow in salty coastal waters. They are 

specially adapted to thrive in the harsh water conditions of the region: high salinity, low 

oxygen, and frequent tidal changes. Mangroves not only thrive here, but actually help the 

waters around them by providing nutrients to nearby invertebrates, as well as filtering water 

that goes out to the sea. 

 
Perhaps the mangrove forest’s most important function is to serve as a nursery for many fish 
species. The dense roots of the mangrove provide a perfect breeding ground and home for 
fish, crab, shrimp, and mollusks. 

 

Karst Pool - Karst pools are formed by a weathering process that happens underground. This 

process is also what forms cenotes. Karst pools are formed when underground limestone 

dissolves. 

 

Caribbean Sea - The Caribbean Sea is home to the Mesoamerican reef – the second largest 

barrier reef in the world. The waters around this massive coral reef are populated with fish, sea 

turtles, manatees, and giant whale sharks. 

 

Sharks are Important - Shark populations have been reduced by an estimated 70-90%, 

placing many on the endangered species list. Sharks face many threats and pressures across the 

globe due to human activity; including overfishing, bycatch, habitat alteration, marine debris, 

and climate change. 

 
Coral Reef - The second largest barrier reef in the world resides in the Western Caribbean. The 

Mesoamerican reef spans nearly 700 miles, part of which falls within the protection of the Sian 
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Ka’an Biosphere Reserve. Within the reserve alone 80 reef-building coral species have been 

recorded – making it an extremely diverse and productive community. 
 

Blue Hole - A blue hole is a large marine sinkhole that is open to the surface of the water. The 

cavern extends below sea level, and many blue holes provide access to submerged cave systems. 

Blue holes usually contain a mix of fresh, salt, or brackish waters. Although both are sinkholes 

formed in limestone, blue holes and cenotes differ from one another. Cenotes are inland 

voids that contain fresh groundwater, while blue holes are submerged in seawater. 

 
 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
• Texas State Aquarium Conservation 

https://texasstateaquarium.org/conservation/second-chance-wildlife-rehabilitation-
program/ 

• Texas Aquatic Science Curriculum 
http://tpwd.texas.gov/education/resources/aquatic-
science/chapters 

• Texas Parks and Wildlife: Rigs-To-Reefs 
http://tpwd.texas.gov/landwater/water/habitats/artificial_reef/rigs-to-
reefs.phtml 

• Saving SHARKS with 
OCEARCH 
http://www.ocearch.org/ 

• Flower Gardens National Marine 
Sanctuary 
http://flowergarden.noaa.gov/ 

• Caribbean Journey -- Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/410, 
http://www.amigosdesiankaan.org/en/ 

• Caribbean Journey – Animal 
information 
http://eol.org/collections/130654 
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