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GULF OF NICOYA MOUTH ISRA  

Central and South American Pacific Region 
 

SUMMARY 

Gulf of Nicoya Mouth is located at the entrance of the Gulf of Nicoya on the central Pacific 
coast of Costa Rica. The Gulf of Nicoya is a large tropical estuary with 150 km of coastline. 
This area has a demersal soft, muddy habitat and is influenced by alluvial input from the 
numerous rivers, which creates one of the most productive and diverse areas in Costa Rica. 
Within this area there are: threatened species (e.g., Rasptail Skate Rostroraja velezi); range-
restricted species (Southern Banded Guitarfish Zapteryx xyster); and reproductive areas 
(e.g., Brown Smoothhound Mustelus henlei). 

 

 

CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Criterion B – Range Restricted; 
Sub-criterion C1 – Reproductive Areas 
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Gulf of Nicoya Mouth is located at the entrance to the Gulf of Nicoya along the coast of Puntarenas 
on the central Pacific coast of Costa Rica. Situated within the Pacific Central-American Coastal 
Large Marine Ecosystem (LME), the gulf comprises of a large tropical estuary (609.38 km2) with 150 
km of coastline of which 112 km is covered with mangroves (approximately 20 km2 in 2018). The area 
is characterised by well-defined wet (June-November) and dry (December-May) seasons, and is 
influenced mainly by the Tempisque, Barranca, and Tárcoles rivers, which create one of the most 
productive and diverse areas in Costa Rica.  

This Important Shark and Ray Area is delineated from surface waters (0 m) to a depth of 100 m 
based on the maximum depth range of the habitat used by Qualifying Species. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

Two Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened SpeciesTM regularly occur in this area. These are the Vulnerable Rasptail Skate (Pollom 
et al. 2020) and Southern Banded Guitarfish (Kyne et al. 2020). 

 

CRITERION B – RANGE RESTRICTED 

Gulf of Nicoya Mouth holds the regular presence of Southern Banded Guitarfish as a resident range-
restricted species. Southern Banded Guitarfish is regularly and predictably caught in trawl fisheries 
operating in the area (Clarke et al. 2014; Clarke et al. 2016; Clarke et al. 2017; Azofeifa et al. 2021). 
This species occurs in the Pacific Central-American Coastal LME and only marginally into the 
Humboldt Current LME. 

 

SUB-CRITERION C1 – REPRODUCTIVE AREAS  
Gulf of Nicoya Mouth is an important reproductive area for three shark and three ray species. 
Neonates and pregnant females (embryos or egg capsules inside) are regularly caught in trawl 
fisheries operating within this area which infers the use of the area as a nursery (Clarke et al. 2011; 
Clarke et al. 2014; Clarke et al. 2016; Azofeifa-Solano et al. 2021; Clarke et al. unpubl. data 2022).  

Neonate and gravid female Brown Smoothhound, Rasptail Skate, and Southern Banded Guitarfish 
were recorded on-board shrimp trawlers through visual appearance or dissections. These species 
reach maturity at ~37–60 cm total length (TL). Neonates possessed an open umbilical scar, no 
evidence of calcified claspers, and clasper tip not reaching the distal end of the pelvic fins. Large 
females were dissected, and pregnancy was determined by the presence of developing egg capsules 
or embryos. Between March 2010–August 2012, these individuals were more abundant in shallow 
areas (<50 m), showing that this area provides an advantage for the early life stages of these species 
(Clarke et al. 2014; Azofeifa-Solano et al. 2021).  

There is ongoing research which uses a similar methodology, where shrimp trawl fishery catches are 
analysed visually or through dissection. Preliminary results highlight that catches include neonate 
and some gravid female Sicklefin Smoothhound, Pacific Angelshark, and Chilean Torpedo. These 
species reach maturity at ~55–66 cm TL (Pérez-Jiménez & Sosa-Nishizaki 2008), >103 cm TL (Osaer 
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et al. 2015), and ~50 cm TL (Last et al. 2016), respectively. Neonates possessed an open umbilical 
scar, no evidence of calcified claspers, and clasper tip not reaching the distal end of the pelvic fins. 
Large females were dissected, and pregnancy was determined by the presence of developing 
embryos (Clarke et al. unpubl. data 2022). 
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QUALIFYING SPECIES 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List Category Global Depth Range (m) 
ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

SHARKS 

Mustelus henlei Brown Smoothhound LC 1–281   X       

Mustelus lunulatus Sicklefin Smoothhound LC 9–200    X         

Squatina californica Pacific Angelshark LC 1–205   X       

RAYS 

Rostroraja velezi Rasptail Skate VU 30–300 X  X       

Tetronarce tremens Chilean Torpedo LC 0–700   X      

Zapteryx xyster Southern Banded Guitarfish VU 1–150 X X X       
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

RAYS 

Urotrygon chilensis Blotched Round Ray NT 

 
IUCN Red List categories: CR, Critically Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU, Vulnerable; NT, Near 
Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient. 
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SUPPORTING INFORMATION 

 
There are additional indications from fishery-dependent and independent trawl surveys which infer 
that of all six Qualifying Species use this area for feeding purposes (Clarke et al. 2011; Espinoza et al. 
2012; Espinoza et al. 2013; Clarke et al. 2014; Espinoza et al. 2015; Clarke et al. 2016; Azofeifa-Solano 
et al. 2021). However, additional information is required to understand if this area is particularly 
important as a feeding area.  
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