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First report of a Humpback Whale Megaptera
novaeangliae (Borowski, 1781) (Cetartiodactyla:
Balaenopteridae) stranding in the Gulf of Venezuela
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ABSTRACT

Departamento de Biologia, Facultad
Experimental de Ciencias, Universidad On February 04th, 2009, we recorded a male humpback whale
(Megaptera novaeangliae) in the Gulf of Venezuela. This animal
was found stranded alive by a few neighbouring fishers and died

del Zulia, Maracaibo, Venezuela.

*Centro de Modelado Cientifico (CMC); minutes later in Kazuzain village (11°36°08.5” N - 71°55°42.7”
Facultad Experimental de Ciencias, W), located in Venezuelan portion of the Giiajira Peninsula at
Universidad del Zulia. Maracaibo, Zulia state.The specimen was a sub-adult male, with total length
Venezuela. of 10.5 m and width of 3.04 + 0.27 m. This is the first record of

this species in the Gulf of Venezuela.This study allows us con-
tributing to insight of biology and ecology to marine mammals
across Gulf of Venezuela, where details of large cetaceans re-
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Large marine animal stranding are a well-known source of
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Email information regarding mortality (disorientation, diseases, and
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X . . others), threats (as whaling, transportation and shipping lanes,
hector.barriosgarrido@my.jcu.edu.au ) ( J P pping

injuries from hooks, pollution, etc.), potential distribution,

Financiamiento natural history (genetic structure, diet, etc.) and more about
N/A these species (Geraci et all, 1999; Gonzilez-Fernandez, 2001;

Romero et all, 2001); Carwardine, 2002; Acevedo et al), 2008;
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However, monitoring and recording of strandings are highly
difficult tasks to perform, mostly due to the nature of where
these are normally found, very isolated, remote, and difficult
access locations (Rojas-Caiiizales et al), 2021)).
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FIGURA 1 Megaptera novaeangliae stranding record in the Gulf of Venezuela. Whale graphic indicates the location
Kazuzain village where the stranding event occurred (Source: MapTool — seaturtle.org).

In Venezuela, efforts to attend and compile stranding
records of marine fauna, especially cetaceans started mid-90’s.
Several independent researchers and governmental agents crea-
ted a series of entities to systematically record cetacean and

other large marine fauna stranding and sightings alongside the

Borowski, 1781) is the least frequently sighted whale across
country. In fact, historical reports showed that a total of
53 records gathered between 1853 to 2006 were documented
mainly over shallow waters (0 — 100m in depth) of the conti-

nental coast from the north-eastern region of Venezuela (

Venezuelan coast (Romero et al], ; Bolaﬁos—] iménez et alL

I& Garcfd, ; Naveira & Dl’azl, ; Romero et al], ;

). But, today, these networks are not actively working,
and there is no organized stranding network response. Thus,
stranding records are now scarce, poorly documented, and li-
mited to certain locations where some independent researchers

and personnel from some universities and research centres

have access to them opportunistically (, ;
Lucke et al], ; Bolaﬁos—]iménez et al], IZOISH; Barrios-l
Garrido et all. 021).

Atleast 33 species of marine mammals (six baleen whales,

24 toothed whales, one sirenian, and two pinnipeds) have been

Acevedo et atl, ROOS).

The Gulf of Venezuela is part of four interconnected
aquatic ecosystems to form the Maracaibo Lake System (E—I
, ). It is located in the external portion of this sys-
tem, at the western coast of Venezuela (Fig. 1). Its shape is
approximately rectangular, with depths between 15 and 80 m,
and it is highly influenced by the Caribbean Sea (,
). Several authors have cited up to 14 species of cetacean
across the Gulf of Venezuela, either by direct observations or
strandings records (|Agud0 et al], ; Bolaﬁos-] iménez et al],

documented from the Wider Caribbean Region (Mignucci

015b; Espinoza-Rodriguez et al), 2019). From this species
RO15H; E d 1L, po19

Giannoni, ; Ward & Moroscop, ; Debrot ef all, ;
, ). According to the most recent list, there are

26 species (grouped on 5 families and 19 genera) of cetacean

species occurring in Venezuela marine, estuarine, and/or fresh-

water habitats (, ). With only three species

of mysticetes, the humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae

list, Eden’s whale (Balaenoptera edeni, Anderson 1879) is
currently the only confirmed mysticeti (, 1994;
, ; , ). However, on February 04th

2009, a male humpback whale M. novaeangliae (Borowski,
1781) was found stranded alive (Fig. 2) in Kazuzain, a small

artisanal fishery community (11°36°08.5” N - 71°55°42.7” W)
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FIGURA 2 Photographic evidence of the humpback whale stranding in Kazuzain, Gulf of Venezuela. (A) Detail of the
head; (B) Left pectoral flipper; (C) Fluke; (D) Left side of the specimen. Photos: N. Espinoza-Rodriguez (2009).

located in Mid-Guajira (Fig. 1). This locality is characte-
rized by its arid-semiarid climate, which is marked seaso-
nally in its precipitation and the action of the northeast trade
winds (Masciangioli & Febresl, ))‘ It presents exten-

sive seagrass meadows with short leaves and some scattered

coral patches, with depths up to 5 m (Lépez—Hernéndez et al],
; Barrios—Garrido & Montiel—Villalobo.‘i, ; Espinoza-l
, ). This study addresses the first report of

a stranding event of a humpback whale (M. novaeangliae) in

the Gulf of Venezuela (, ).

The Humpback whale populations at a global scale are

categorized as Least Concerned according to the International

Union for Conservation of Nature’s Red List (, )

and Vulnerable according to the Venezuelan Fauna Red List

(Bolaﬁos-Jiménez et al], |20152i). This species is also included

in the appendix I from (). Unfortunately, there are

still some uncertainties regarding their projections of future re-

covery due to the threats they face today (, ; @

). A major threat for humpback whale populations was

commercial whaling, which seriously depleted all populations
globally in the 1960’s. Therefore, since 1982, the International
Whaling Commission (IWC) decided to establish a commer-
cial whaling moratorium, which in place today to avoid the con-
tinue whale population decrease (, ). Fortunately, the
humpback whale has demonstrated remarkable resilience with
substantial population increases in the North Atlantic, North
Pacific, and Southern Hemisphere (, ). In the South-
ern Caribbean Sea, humpback whale populations exhibit a no-
tably regular and consistent use of the windward Dutch Ex-
clusive Economic Zone (EEZ), but they are uncommon in the
leeward sector (, ). It is in this latter zone
(leeward) where higher stranding incidence and frequency of
man-caused mortalities tend to take places. However, the ma-
jority of causes for these stranding incidences and mortalities
remain unknown; therefore, it is relevance documenting them
whenever and wherever occurs.

The specimen died minutes after being found. Local per-

sonnel recorded and documented through photographs and/or
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TABLA 1

Measurements recorded

Total length

Body width 30%
Body width 40%
Body width 50%

Left pectoral flipper length
Left pectoral flipper width
Right pectoral flipper length
Right pectoral flipper width
Caudal flipper total length
Caudal flipper width (right side)
Caudal flipper width (left side)

videotape recordings of this specimen to confirm both species
and decomposition stage (Meager & Limpud, ; BarriosJ
Garrido & Montiel-Villalobos, )4 This reports type on ma-

rine megafauna across the Maracaibo Lake System have been

documented following the Opportunistic Notification Network

(RAO, by its Spanish acronym) methodology (
, ). It is initiated by a community member who finds

the stranded specimen, calls, and reports all evidence observed

(Pireld, ; Barrios—Garrido et alL ). In this sense,

for every stranding event, the date, location, species, and de-

composition stage are recorded. In addition, when specimens
were found alive, a veterinarian must conduct a preliminary
examination (|Wilkinson & Worth}l, ; beraci & Louns-l

bury. 2003).

Several authors have registered in previous research high

numbers of stranded marine animals in the western coast of the

Gulf of Venezuela (Barrios-Garrido er all, 2009, 2013, 2021
koias—Caﬁizales et al], ). While these numbers might

be the reflection of extensive recent monitoring thanks to the

RAO, it also could indicate the importance of this coast as
habitat for several marine animals, with emphasis in marine
species (Bolafios-Jiménez et all, 20158; , ;
Rodriguez et al], ; Ba.rrios-Garrido et al], ). For ins-

tance, Kazuzain and other localities in this coast present very

Morphological dimensions of the humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) stranded in the Gulf of Venezuela.

Meters (m)

10.50
3.34
3.00
2.80
2.50
0.81
241
0.75
3.76
0.98
1.38

unique local currents, winds, and tides that converge signi-
ficantly, which have been linked to the recruitment of diffe-
rent marine fauna; and potentially the cause of several stran-
ding events (Espinoza—Rodriguez et al], ; Barrios—Garridd
et all, D021 Rojas-Canizales et all, R021). The Humpback

whale specimen found in Kazuzain was initially alive (Palmar,

J. pers.comm.), and observers explained that got stranded due
to changes in the tides and the soft bottom of the area (@
Hriguez{, ; Espinoza—Rodrl’guez et al], ), making it im-

possible for the whale to return to deeper waters.

Even though the presence of a stranding event does not
assure the existence of a species in these coasts, these events
can be considered as an important suggestion of its actual exis-
tence (, ). Updates of stranded ani-
mals, sightings, and other information can be useful to know
species’ range and distribution, habitat use, among others; that
will potentially help in the implementation of management pro-

grams (|Wilkinson & Worth)l, ; Lucke et al], ). Ttis

recommended for future research, organise, coordinate, and

conduct marine mammal monitoring efforts on an international
level (, ); it is important to standar-
dize these efforts, study the effects of anthropogenic threats on
marine mammals, involve local stakeholders and the public,

which will result in the amplification of the marine mammal
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researcher’s network at least at a regional level (Debrot et al.,
2001;; Lucke et ali, 2014; Espinoza-Rodriguez et al|, 2019;
Barrios-Garrido et al., 2021).
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RESUMEN

Primer reporte de un varamiento de ba-
llena jorobada Megaptera novaeangliae
(Borowski, 1781) (Cetartiodactyla: Ba-
laenopteridae) en el Golfo de Venezuela.
El 4 de febrero de 2009 fue registrado el varamiento de
una ballena jorobada (Megaptera novaeangliae) en el Golfo
de Venezuela. El ejemplar fue encontrado varado con vida
por algunos pescadores locales, en la aldea de Kazuzain

(11°36°08,5"N - 71°55°42,7°W), ubicada en la parte Vene-

zolana de la Peninsula de La Giiajira, estado Zulia. EI es-
pécimen correspondié a un macho sub-adulto de 10,5 m de
largo y 3,04 + 0,27 m de ancho. La muerte del animal ocurrié
poco después de haber sido encontrado y representa el primer
registro de esta especie en el Golfo de Venezuela. Este estu-
dio contribuye a la comprensién de la biologia y ecologia de
los mamiferos marinos en el Golfo de Venezuela, una regién
donde los aspectos asociados a los grandes cetdceos marinos
siguen siendo atin poco estudiados.

Palabras clave: Mar Caribe, cetdceos, comunidades indi-

genas, mamiferos marinos, varamientos.

REFERENCIAS

Acevedo R, Oviedo L, Silva N & Bermudez-Villapol L. 2008.
A note on the spatial and temporal distribution of humpback
whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) off Venezuela, Southeastern
Caribbean. Journal of Cetacean Research and Management
10: 73-79.

Agudo Al, Viloria AL, Coty JR & Acosta RJ. 1994. Ceto-
fauna (Mammalia: Cetacea) del Estado Zulia, Ven ezuela nor-
occidental. Anartia 5: 1-23.

Barrios-Garrido H, De Turris-Morales K & Espinoza-
Rodriguez N. 2012.
Lagenodelphis hosei para el Golfo de Venezuela. Anartia 24:
115-125.

Primer registro del delfin de Fraser

Barrios-Garrido H, Espinoza N, Wildermann N & Montiel Vil-
lalobos MG. 2009. Primer registro de la ballena cabeza de
melén (Peponocephala electra) en la costa del estado Zulia,
Venezuela. Boletin del Centro de Investigaciones Biologicas
43: 397-404.

Barrios-Garrido H & Montiel-Villalobos MG. 2016. Strandings
of Leatherback turtles (Dermochelys coriacea) along the west-
ern and southern coast of the Gulf of Venezuela. Herpetologi-
cal Conservation and Biology 11: 244-252.

Barrios-Garrido H, Turris-Morales D, Espinoza-Rodriguez
NE et al. 2021. Guiana Dolphin (Sotalia guianensis) in the
Maracaibo Lake System, Venezuela: conservation, threats, and
population overview. Frontiers in Marine Science 7: 594021.

Boher S & Garcia H. 1990.
Jorobada Megaptera novaeangliae (Borowski, 1781) en la
costa continental venezolana (Cetacea, Balaenopteridae). In-
forme Técnico, Servicio Auténoma PROFAUNA. Ministerio
del Ambiente y de los Recursos Naturales Renovables. Cara-

Un Varamiento de Ballena

cas, Venezuela.



ESPINOZA-RODRIGUEZ

Bolafios-Jiménez J, Acevedo R, Bermidez-Villapol L, Boher-
Bentti S, Oviedo L. & Villarroel-Marin A. 2015a. Ba-
llena jorobada, Megaptera novaeangliae. In: Rodriguez
J, Garcia-Rawlins A & Rojas-Suarez F (Eds.) Libro
Rojo de la Fauna Venezolana. Cuarta edicion, Provita
y Fundacion Empresas Polar. Disponible en:  http]
/lwww.especiesamenazadas.org/taxon/chordata/mammalia/
cetacea/balaenopteridae/megaptera/ballena-jorobada.

Bolaiios-Jiménez J, Balladares C, Barrios-Garrido H,
Bermiidez-Villapol L, De Turris K, Espinoza N, Gonzailez-
Fernandez M & Sanchez-Criollo L. 2015b. Varamientos de
cetdceos en Venezuela: 1988-2014. In: Gonzélez-Maya J,
Marin-Carvajal L & Jiménez-Alvarado J (Eds.) Memorias
y Libro de restimenes Il Congreso Colombiano y IIl Congreso
Latinoamericano de Mastozoologia. Universidad Distrital
Francisco José de Caldas, Bogotd, Colombia, p. 238.

Carwardine M. 2002. Whales, Dolphins and Porpoises. Second
Edition. Smithsonian Handbooks and Dorling Kinderley Pu-
blishings, Inc., Londres, UK.

CITES. 2021. Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES): Apéndices I, Il y
I11. Disponible en: https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/app/
2021/E-Appendices-2021-02-14.pdf. (Accessed: November
09th, 2021).

Cooke J. 2018. Megaptera novaeangliae. Disponible
en: attps://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2018-2.RLTS.
T13006A50362794.en. (Accessed: April 26th, 2021).

Debrot A, Witte R & Scheidat M. 2001. The marine mam-

mals of the Dutch Caribbean: a comparison between EEZ sec-

tors, contrasts and concerns. Report presented to the Scientific

Committee, 63rd Annual Meeting of the International Whaling

Commission. Jersey, UK.

Espinoza-Rodriguez N, De Turris-Morales K, Shimada T &
Barrios-Garrido H. 2019. Guiana Dolphin Sotalia guianen-
sis in the southern Gulf of Venezuela: Seasonal distribution,
group size, and habitat use. Regional Studies in Marine Science
32: 100874.

Espinoza-Rodriguez NE, Pernia Y, Severeyn H, de Severeyn
YG & Barrios-Garrido H. 2021. Echinoderms from the Gulf
of Venezuela, north-western coast of Venezuela. Papéis Avul-
sos de Zoologia 61: €20216151.

Geraci J, Harwood J & Lounsbury V. 1999. Marine Mam-

mal die-offs. Causes, investigations and issues. In: Twiss
J & Reeves R (Eds.) Conservation and management of ma-
rine mammals, Smithsonian Institution Press, Washingon DC,

USA, pp. 367-396.

Geraci J & Lounsbury V. 2005. Marine Mammals Ashore: A
Field Guide for Strandings. Second Edition. National Aqua-
rium in Baltimore, Baltimore, USA.

Gonzalez-Fernandez M. 2001.
tual de loscetdceos de las costasdelestado Aragua. Resultados
Etapa II. Convenio PROFAUNA (MARN)-FUNADACITE
Aragua. Maracay, Venezuela.

Determinacion del estado ac-

IWC. 2018. Catch Limits and Catches taken. International Whal-
ing Commission (IWC). Disponible en: https://iwc.int/home.
(Accessed: January O1th, 2018).

Lucke K, Scheidat M, Geelhoed S, Debrot D, Ward N, Hatch
L, Wiley D, McDonald C, Reynolds J, Hoetjes P et al. 2014.
Marine mammals in the Wider Caribbean — Current research
and priorities for future studies. Report number C007/14. Insti-
tute for Marine Resources Ecosystem Studies IMARES). The
Hague, The Netherlands.

Loépez-Hernandez M, Morales-Montero P, Pernia Y, Espinoza-
Rodriguez N, Wildermann N, Barrios-Garrido H & Moran
L. 2010. Longitud y Biomasa de Thalassia testudinum 'y Sy-
ringodium filiforme en el Golfo de Venezuela en periodo de se-
quia. In: Gonzalez J, Avila E & Rangel H (Eds.) II Jornadas
Nacionales de Investigacion y Postgrado. Facultad Experimen-
tal de Ciencias, Universidad del Zulia, Maracaibo, Venezuela.

Masciangioli P & Febres G. 2000. Climatografia de la cuenca
de Maracaibo. In: Rodriguez, G (Ed.) El Sistema de Mara-
caibo, 2da. Edicién. Instituto Venezolano de Investigaciones
Cientificas (IVIC), Caracas, Venezuela, pp. 21-33.

Meager JJ & Limpus C. 2014. Mortality of inshore marine mam-
mals in eastern Australia is predicted by freshwater discharge
and air temperature. PLoS One 9: €94849.

Mignucci-Giannoni AA. 1998. Zoogeography of cetaceans off
Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands.
Science 34: 173-190.

Caribbean Journal of

Naveira J & Diaz O. 1996.
del ceticeo barbado Megaptera novaeangliae (Borowski,

Primer registro de varamiento

1781)(Mysticeti: Balaenopteridae) para la region nororiental
de Venezuela. Boletin del Instituto Oceanogrdfico, Universi-
dad de Oriente 35: 99-104.

Pirela G. 2009. Alarma sanitaria por ballena que murié en aguas
de Mara. Disponible en: https://issuu.com/versionfinal/docs/
d145/12. (Accessed: January 01th, 2018).

Rodriguez G. 2000. Fisiograffa del Sistema de Maracaibo. In: Ro-
driguez, G (Ed.) El Sistema de Maracaibo, 2da. Edicion. Ins-
tituto Venezolano de Investigaciones Cientificas (IVIC), Cara-
cas, Venezuela, pp. 7-19.


http://www.especiesamenazadas.org/taxon/chordata/mammalia/ cetacea/balaenopteridae/megaptera/ballena-jorobada
http://www.especiesamenazadas.org/taxon/chordata/mammalia/ cetacea/balaenopteridae/megaptera/ballena-jorobada
http://www.especiesamenazadas.org/taxon/chordata/mammalia/ cetacea/balaenopteridae/megaptera/ballena-jorobada
https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/app/2021/E-Appendices-2021-02-14.pdf
https://cites.org/sites/default/files/eng/app/2021/E-Appendices-2021-02-14.pdf
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2018-2.RLTS.T13006A50362794.en
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2018-2.RLTS.T13006A50362794.en
https://iwc.int/home
https://issuu.com/versionfinal/docs/d145/12
https://issuu.com/versionfinal/docs/d145/12

M. NOVAEANGLIAE IN VENEZUELA

Rojas J. 2016. Abundancia y distribucion de cetdceos en el Golfo
de Venezuela. In: Gonzalez J, Avila E & Rangel H (Eds.)
Memorias Arbitradas de las 1V Jornadas Cientificas del De-
partamento de Ciencias Naturales. Universidad Nacional Ex-
perimental “Rafael Marfa Baralt”, Maracaibo, Venezuela, pp.
98-107.

Rojas-Caiiizales D, Espinoza-Rodriguez N, Rodriguez MA, Pal-
mar J, Montiel-Villalobos MG, Wildermann NE & Barrios-
Garrido H. 2021. Leatherback turtles (Dermochelys coriacea)
in the Gulf of Venezuela: an updated stranding assessment
2001-2014. Marine and Fishery Sciences 34: 113-119.

Romero A, Agudo A, Green S & Notarbartolo di Sciara G. 2001.
Cetaceans of Venezuela: Their Distribution and Conservation
Status. NOAA Technical Report NMFS 151. U.S. Department
of Commerce Seattle. Washington DC, USA.

Sanchez H & Lew D. 2012. Lista actualizada y comentada de los
mamiferos de Venezuela. Memoria de la Fundacion La Salle
de Ciencias Naturales 173: 173-238.

Ward N & Moroscop A. 1999. Marine mammals of the Wider
Caribbean Region: a review of their conservation status. Re-
port presented at the Fourth Meeting of the Interim Scientific
and Technical Advisory Committee (ISTAC) to the Protocol
Concerning Specially Protected Areas and Species (SPAW) in
the Wider Caribbean Region. Havana, Cuba.

Ward N, Moroscop A & Carlson C. 2001. Elements for the
development of a marine mammal action plan for the Wider
Caribbean Region: a review of marine mammal distribution.
First Meeting of the Contracting Parties (COP) to the Protocol
Concerning Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW) in
the Wider Caribbean Region. Havana, Cuba.

Wilkinson D & Worthy G. 1999. Marine mammal stranding net-
works. In: Twiss J & Reeves R (Eds.) Conservation and Man-
agement of Marine Mammals, Smithsonian Institution Press,
Washington DC, USA, p. 397-411.

WoRMS. 2021. World Register of Marine Species. WoRMS Edito-
rial Board. Disponible en: http://www.marinespecies.org. (Ac-
cessed: November 11th, 2021).


http://www.marinespecies.org

