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First record of a live blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus) in the
Iberian Peninsula after three decades
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The blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus Linnaeus,
1758) is a cosmopolitan species found worldwide
(Yochem & Leatherwood 1985), separated into
populations from the Southern Hemisphere,
North Pacific and North Atlantic, where eastern
and western subdivisions are recognized (Gambell
1979). On the north-east Atlantic the northernmost
observations were made north of Svalbard and the
southernmost in Cape Verde Islands and Senegal
(Rice 1998). Sightings in this north-east Atlantic
area are very rare outside the waters around the
Azores and Iceland (Wall ez al. 2009), although
some individuals have been recorded in French
waters of the Bay of Biscay (Laran ez al. 2017).

In the adjacent and jurisdictional waters of
the Iberian Peninsula
about the species was historically provided by
the whaling industry, with capture records from
the Strait of Gibraltar, Portugal and Galicia. It is
known that industrial whaling along the twentieth
century seriously reduced blue whale populations
worldwide, and even so many years after that the
species is still considered as endangered by the
International Union for Conservation of Nature
(Reilly ez al. 2008). In the North Atantic at
least 10,730 individuals were hunted between
1868 and 1965 (Jonsgard 1977, Sigurjénsson &
Gunnlaugsson 1990, Aguilar 2013). In 1966 the
commercial hunting of the species was banned by
the International Whaling Commision (IWC), but
as Spain was not a member until 1979, 15 blue
whales were still hunted in Iberian waters between
1966 and 1978 (Aguilar 2013). There was another
individual captured in 1984 and processed in the
Canelifias factory (Cee, A Corufia) which caused
identification doubts, but was finally determined as
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an hybrid between a female blue whale and a male
fin whale (Bérubé & Aguilar 1998).

In order to improve the scientific knowledge on
the cetaceans populations in the 1980s from the
Iberian Peninsula to southwest Ireland, five boat
surveys for sightings and individual marking (called
“Ballena”) were carried out annually between 1981
and 1985 by a scientific team from the University of
Barcelona. A total of 13 blue whales were observed
with distances between 120 and 667 km to the
closest Iberian Peninsula coast, being the last one
in Iberian waters one recorded in October 1984
(University of Barcelona database). The “Sur 827
survey was carried out by the same team in 1982
along the Portuguese coast, Strait of Gibraltar and
SE Spain, with no records of blue whales (Aguilar
et al. 1984). Researchers of the Instituto Espafol
de Oceanografia wrote some technical reports
about the entries of sightings made by the whalers
in the log-books of the whaling ships during the
last hunting surveys in Spanish waters, confirming
sightings of blue whales in 1983, 1984 and 1985
between the Galician coast and the Galician Bank
seamount (Lens ez al. 1984, Quiroga er al. 1985,
Quiroga & Lens 1986).

In the last thirty years after the worldwide
moratorium on commercial whaling, several surveys
were carried out along the Adantic European
waters to collect information on distribution and
abundance of cetacean species, some of them
including Iberian waters, but in none of them
blue whales were sighted: NASS 1987 and NASS
1989 (Lens et al. 1989, Lens 1991), SCANS II in
2005 (Hammond et /. 2013) and CODA in 2007
(Hammond ez 4l 2009). Another boat surveys
were carried out by CEMMA between 2006 and



2011 in the Galician Bank, Galician coast and
Bay of Biscay areas, with no blue whales records
(Martinez-Cedeira et a/. 2009, Llavona ez a/. 2011,
Lépez et al. 2011).

Regarding stranding records of the species along
the coast of the Iberian Peninsula between the
1980s and 2016, only one individual was found
dead, in Ribeira (A Corufa) in 2005 (Covelo et 4.
2009) with just some bones and flesh remains of
the carcass, or body condition code 5 according to
Geraci & Lounsbury (1993), that was identified as
blue whale using genetic analysis (Segura-Garcia
pers. comm.).

Considering all this information about whaling,
scientific cetacean surveys and strandings, the last
blue whales that were recorded alive in waters of the
Iberian Peninsula were the three animals sighted in
1985 by the whalers.

On 23th September 2016 a commercial cetacean
and seabirds survey was carried out from Santurtzi
on the southeast Bay of Biscay, at the Cap Breton
Canyon. At 11:31 UTC the observers located at the
highest pointofthe ship detected avery talland broad
spout produced by a single large whale, about 500
meters from the boat, with good weather conditions
(Douglas scale 3 and Beaufort scale 3 with wind
from the East). The coordenates were 43°43.350'N
002°50.039'W (31 km to Cape Matxitxako). In
the next surfacing and breath movement it was
identified as a blue whale. Diagnostic characteristics
as the mottled pigmentation pattern, the very
small and far back located dorsal fin, prominent
splashguard and the flukes showed before diving
(Carwardine 1995, Shirihai & Jarrett 2006) were
observed and both digital photographs (Figs. 1
and 2) and video were taken using DSLR cameras
equipped with telephoto zoom lens. It was observed
for forty-three minutes, with cycles of surfacing five
to seven times before diving for two to five minutes.
When surfacing, it was easy to follow because of
the turquoise blue color under the water, and when
diving the four times it fluked. This is not an usual
behaviour, only 15% of observed blue whales in the
St. Lawrence and Sea of Cortez show the fluke before
diving (Sears & Calambokidis 2002). During all
the sighting process the indications of the Spanish
legislation regarding cetacean observation (Real
Decreto 1727/2007) were followed. One fin whale
(Balaenoptera physalus), two Cuvier beaked whales
(Ziphius cavirostris) and a pod of striped dolphins
(Stenella coeruleoalba) were also observed during the
survey.

P. Covelo et al.

The blue whale was moving to East direction,
but we consider that this individual should be
starting migration to southern wintering areas,
since like other baleen whales, blue whales generally
make seasonal migrations from feeding areas in high
latitudes to low-latitude areas in winter, although the
winter distribution is not well understood for many
populations (Sears & Calambokidis 2002, Reeves ez
al. 2004). Most of the whales sighted in winter and
spring off the Azores and Canary Islands migrate
north along the mid-Atlantic ridge to Iceland, while
others probably migrate along the European coast,
around Ireland to either Iceland or Norway (Sears
& Perrin 2009, Silva ez al. 2013). The observed
whale probably belongs to this second group of
coastal migrants, as Charif & Clark (2009) suggest
that most individuals detected acoustically between
September and January in the British Islands were
migrating to the south or southwest, and on their
journey to southern areas they are supposed to
migrate around Madeira islands, where blue whales
were watched in September in different years
(Freitas et al. 2012). Photos of the whale dorsal fin
and body mottled pattern were sent to researchers
of the Mingan Island Cetacean Study (MICS) to

Figure 1. Mottled pigmentation and the small and far
back dorsal fin.

Figure 2. Showing the flukes before diving.
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be incorporated to existing catalogues of more than
500 blue whales along the North Atlantic Ocean.
Once checked, there were no previous records for
this individual.

Despite the global population of blue whales is
slowly increasing in the last decades, the number is
still too low, between 3-11% of the 1911 population
size (Reilly ez al. 2008). Sears & Perrin (2009)
estimated that there are only from 600 to 1,500
individuals in the North Atlantic, and Pike et 4l.
(2009) estimated only 1,000 individuals just in the
Central and Northeast Atlantic. We consider that
this new record is just and anecdotic event and is
not related to an increased population or dispersion
of the species.

Acknowledgements

We thank Alex Aguilar for his help with the
review of the University of Barcelona database, Iris
Segura-Garcia for the identification of the stranded
whale, Christian Ramp and Viridiana Jiménez for
their help with the MICS database, and Angela
Llavona and Alfredo Lépez for their comments and
suggestions on this note.

References

Aguilar A., Sanpera C., Grau E., Jover L. & Nadal ]J.
1984. Resultados del crucero de investigacién de
cetdceos “Sur 82”. Publicaciones Departamento de
Zoologia, Universidad de Barcelona, 10: 93-100.

Aguilar A. 2013. Chimdn, la pesca ballenera moderna en
la Peninsula Ibérica. Universitat de Barcelona. 375 pp.

Bérubé M. & Aguilar A. 1998. A new hybrid between a
blue whale, Balaenoptera musculus, and a fin whale, B.
physalus: Frequency and implications of hybridization.
Marine Mammal Science, 14 (1): 82-98. htep://dx.doi.
org/10.1111/j.1748-7692.1998.t500692.x

Carwardine M. 1995. Whales, dolphins and porpoises.
Dorling Kindersley, London. 256 pp.

Charif R.A. & Clark C.W. 2009. Acoustic monitoring
of large whales in deep waters north and west of tht
British Isles: 1996-2005. Preliminary report. Cornell
University Lab of Ornithology Bioacoustics Research
Program, UK. Technical Report 08-07.

Covelo P, Martinez-Cedeira J., Caldas M., Difaz J.I,,
Palacios G., Ferreira A., Llavona A., Alonso J. M. &
Lépez A. 2009. Cetdceos y pinnipedos en Galicia.
10 afios de funcionamiento de la red oficial de
varamientos (1999-2008). Resiimenes IX Congreso de
la SECEM, Bilbao, pp 56.

Freitas L., Dinis A., Nicolau C., Ribeiro C. & Alves E.
2012. New records of cetacean species for Madeira

36

archipelago with and updated checklist. Boletim do
Museu Municipal do Funchal, 62 (334): 25-43.

Gambell R. 1979. The blue whale. Biologist, 26: 209-215.

Geraci J.R. & Lounsbury V.J. 1993. Marine mammals
ashore: a field guide for strandings. Texas A&M Sea
Grant Publication, Galveston, Texas, USA. 344 pp.

Hammond PS., Macleod K., Gillespie D., Swift R,
Winship A., Burt M.L., Cafiadas A., Vdzquez J.A.,
Ridoux V., Certain G., Van Canneyt O., Lens S.,
Santos B., Rogan E., Uriarte A., Herndndez C. &
Castro R. 2009. Cetacean Offshore Distribution and
Abundance in the European Atlantic (CODA). Final
report to the European Union. University of Saint
Andrews, Sea Mammals Research Unit. 43pp.

Hammond PS., Macleod K., Berggren P, Borchers
D.L., Burt L., Cafadas A., Desportes G., Donoval
G.P, Gilles A., Gillespie D., Gordon ]., Hiby L.,
Kuklik I., Leaper R., Lehnert K., Leopold M., Lovell
P, Oien N., Paxton C.G.M., Ridoux V., Rogan
E., Samarra E, Scheidat M., Sequeira M., Siebert
U., Skov H., Swift R., Tasker M. L., Teilmann ]J.
Van Canneyt O. & Vizquez J. A. 2013. Cetacean
abundance and distribution in European Atlantic
shelf waters to inform conservation and management.
Biological Conservation, 164: 107-122. htep://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/j.biocon.2013.04.010

Jonsgard A. 1977. Tables showing the catch of small
whales (including Minke whales) caught by
Norwegians in the period 1938-1975, and large
whales caught in different North Atlantic waters in
the period 1868-1975. Report to the International
Whaling Commission, 27: 413-426.

Laran S., Authier M., Blanck A., Dorémus G., Falchetto
H., Monestiez P, Pettex E., Stephan E., Van Canneyt
O. & Ridoux V. 2017. Seasonal distribution and
abundance of cetaceans within French waters - Part I1:
The Bay of Biscay and the English Channel. Deep-Sea
Research Part II. Topical studies in Oceanography, 141:
31-40. htp://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.dsr2.2016.12.012.

Lens S., Quiroga H. & Alonso M. 1984. Informe sobre
la actividad ballenera espariola durante la temporada
de 1983. Informe técnico del Instituto Espafiol de
Oceanografia n° 26.

Lens S., Quiroga H. & Gil L. 1989. Report of the cruise
undertaken by Spain as part of the North Atlantic
Sightings Survey 1987. Report to the International
Whaling Commission, 39: 423-425.

Lens S. 1991. North Atantic Sightings Survey 1989:
Report of the Spanish cruise. Report to the International
Whaling Commission, 41: 539-543.

Llavona A., Martinez-Cedeira J., Covelo P, Morales X.,
Dios J.J., Bracali V., Pérez P, Garcia J.A., Santos L. &
Ldpez A. 2011. Indemares project: identification of
special areas of conservation for cetaceans at the “Gali-
cian Bank” and “Aviles Canyon” (Atlantic and Canta-
brian sea) for Natura 2000. Abstracts 25" Conference of
the European Cetacean Society, Cidiz, pp 208.



P. Covelo et al.

Lépez A., Covelo P, Vdzquez J. A., Martinez J.A., Caldas
M., Lago R., Llavona A. & Alonso J. M. 2011. Bases
para a conservacion e xestion das especies de cetdceos
ameazadas nas augas Atldnticas e Cantdbricas.
Eubalaena, 12: 62 pp.

Martinez-Cedeira J., Caldas M., Ferndndez E. & Lépez
A. 2009. Thunnus survey: cetaceans of the albacore
tuna fishery along the Bay of Biscay and Gran Sole.
Abstracts 237 Conference of the European Cetacean
Society, Istanbul (Turkey), pp 126.

Pike D.G., Vikingsson G.A., Gunnlaugsson T. & Oien
N. 2009. A note on the distribution and abundance
of blue whales (Balaenoptera musculus) in the Central
and Northeast North Atlantic. NAMMCO Scientific
Publications, 7: 9-29. http://dx.doi.org/10.7557/3.2703

Quiroga H., Alonso M. & Lens S. 1985. Informe sobre
la actividad ballenera espariola durante la temporada
de 1984. Informe técnico del Instituto Espafiol de
Oceanografia n° 32.

Quiroga H. & Lens S. 1986. Informe sobre la actividad
ballenera espariola durante la temporada de 1985.
Informe técnico del Instituto Espafiol de Oceanograffa
ne 54.

Reeves R.R., Smith T.D., Josephson E.A., Clapham
PJ. & Woolmer G. 2004. Historical observations
of humpback and blue whales in the North
Atlantic ocean: clues to migratory routes and
possibly additional feeding grounds. Marine
Mammal Science, 20 (4): 774-786. htep://dx.doi.
org/10.1111/j.1748-7692.2004.tb01192.x

Reilly S.B., Bannister J.L., Best PB., Brown M.,
Brownell Jr. R.L., Butterworth D.S., Clapham PJ.,
Cooke J., Donovan G.P, Urbdn J. & Zerbini, A.N.
2008. Balaenoptera musculus. The IUCN Red List
of Threatened Species 2008: ¢.T2477A9447146.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/ITUCN.UK.2008.RLTS.
T2477A9447146.en. Downloaded on 11 October
2016.

Rice D.W. 1998. Marine mammals of the world, systematics
and distribution. Society of Marine Mammalogy, Special
Publication 4. Allen Press, Kansas, USA. 234 pp

Sears R. & Calambokidis J. 2002. Update COSEWIC
status report on the Blue Whale Balaenoptera musculus
in Canada. Commitee on the Status of Endangered
Wildlife in Canada, Ottawa. 32 pp.

Sears R. & Perrin W.E 2009. Blue whale Balaenoptera
musculus. In: W.E Perrin, B. Wiirsig and J.G.M.
Thewissen (eds.). Encyclopedia of marine mammals,
2nd edition, 120-124. Academic Press, London.

Shirihai H. & Jarrett B. 2006. Whales, dolphins and
seals. A field guide to the marine mammals of the
world. A&C Black, London. 384 pp.

Sigurjénsson J. & Gunnlaugsson T. 1990. Recent trends
in abundance of blue (Balaenoptera musculus) and
humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) off west
and southwest Iceland, with a note on occurrence
of other cetacean species. Report to the International
Whaling Commission, 40: 537-551.

Silva M.A., Prieto R., Jonsen I., Baumgartner M.E
& Santos R.S. 2013. North Atlantic blue and fin
whales suspend their spring migration to forage in
middle latitudes: building up energy reserves for the
Journey? PLoS ONE, 8 (10): €76507. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1371/journal.pone.0076507

Wall D, O’Kelly I, Whooley P & Tyndall P. 2009. New
records of blue whales (Balaenoptera musculus) with
evidence of possible feeding behaviour from the
continental shelf slopes to the west of Ireland. Marine
Biodiversity Records, vol 2. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/
S$1755267209990443.

Yochem PK. & Leatherwood S. 1985. Blue whale
(Balacnoptera musculus Linnaeus 1758). In: S.H.
Ridgway and R. Harrison (eds). Handbook of Marine
Mammals. vol 3, 193-240. Academic Press, London.

Associate editor was L. Javier Palomo

37



