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Seven strandings of marine mammals were recorded in the Azores during 1990-91. The 
species involved were: Megaptera novaeangliae (humpback whale), Balaenoptera 
borealis? (sei whale), Physeter macrocephalus (sperm whale), Globicephala macrorhynchus 
(short-finned pilot whale), Stenella frontalis (spotted dolphin) and Stenella coeruleoalba 
(striped dolphin). External measurements of the stranded specimens are reported as well as 
the mercury levels in the muscle tissue of three of them. These are the first strandings 
recorded from the Azores of M. novaengliae, B. borealisand. and S. frontalis. 
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Durante 1990-91 foram registados nos A p e s ,  sete arrojamentos de mamiferos marinhos. 
As espkies arrojadas forarn: Megaptera novaeangliae (baleia de bossas), Balaenoptera 
borealis? (rorqual nortenho), Physeter macrocephalus (cachalote), Globicephala 
macrorhynchus (baleia piloto tropical), Stenella frontalis (golfinho pintado) e Stenella 
coeruleoalba (golfinho listado). A morfometria externa dos exemplares arrojados, bem 

como os niveis de mercdrio de t&s deles s b  aqui fornecidos. 0 s  arrojamentos de M. 
novaengliae, B. borealis e S. frontalis s b  registados pela primeira vez nos Aqores. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There have been few studies of the marine mam- 

mals of the Azorean waters even though they oc- 
cure frequently in the region. 

Most publications relate to the sperm whales 
and the hunting activity which finished in 1984 
(e.g. RGUEIREDO 1946, CLARKE 1956, MARTIN & 

MELO 1983). 
Studies of other marine mammals occurring in 

the Azores were made by CHAVES (1924), FEW- 

IRA (1935) and RICHARD (1936). New studies in 
the region started in the 1970's (ALLEN & al. 
1979; MARTINS & al. 1985; GORDON & al. 1987, 
1988, 19893, and were mainly concerned with 
sperm whales. 

A compilation of the cetacean strandings and 
sightings in the Azores up to 1988 was compiled 
by REINER (1990). GALHARDO (1990) reported 7 

strandings from 1976 to 1989, of which one 
(Mesoplodon europaeus) had not been listed in 
REINER 1990). The data of two other strandings 
during 1990 that were presented prelirninarly by 
GALHARDO (1990) (Megaptera novaeangliae and 
Globicephala macrorhynchus) are included here. 

In all, 20 species of cetaceans have been re- 
ported from Azorean waters (sightings, strandings 
and other methods)(cf. GALHARDO 1990). 

METHODS 

Data were collected from the stranded animals 
using the protocol of NORRIS (1961). External 
parasites were collected when present, and identi- 
fied according to LEUNG (1967). Mercury levels 
were determined on fresh samples of the dorsal 
muscle tissue by a standard method (cold vapour 



atomic absorption spetrophotometry - ANON. 
1975). When possible, stomach contents were 
preserved for later identification and skulls were 
prepared for further cranimetric studies. 

For species identification, LEATHERWOOD & 

al. (1976), LEATHERWOOD & REEVES (1983), 
RIDGWAY & HARRISON (1985), DUGUY & ROBI- 

NEAU (1987) and EVANS (1987), were used. 
Often the strandings were only communicated 

several days after the event and the animals were 
often decomposed, which made it impossible to 
perform complete studies in all cases. 

RESULTS 

The main data on the strandings are given in 
Table 1 and Fig. 1. Five specimens were recorded 
in 1990, and two were recorded in 1991. 

The species stranded in the Azores during 
1990-9 1, in chronological order, were: 

1 - Megaptera novaeanglia$ (Borowsky, 1781) - 
humpback whale 

This stranding ~ccunred near Mosteiros, S. Miguel 
Island (Fig. I), on 21 March 90. The animal was 

Table I 
Morphometrics from stranded specimens 

Measurements (cm) Megaptera GIobicephala Stenella Balaenoptera Fhyseter Stenelk 

and counts novaeangIiae macrorhynchus frontalis borealis ? macrocephalus coeruleoalba 
1 

Date 

Latitude N 
Longitude W 

Total length 

Tip of upper jaw to anterior 
insertion of dorsal fin 

Tip of upper jaw to anterior 
insertion of flipper 

Tip of upper jaw 
to blowhole 

Length of the base 
of dorsal fin 

Dorsal fin height 

Length of flipper 

Maximum width of flipper 

Width of flukes, tip to tip 

Tooth number of 
hemi upper jaw 

Tooth number of 
hemi lower jaw 

Number of ventral grooves 

Sex 

51/52 

Male Male Female Male Male 

Mercur level in muscle tissue 
.]I 

(CL g.g + S.E., ww) (n = 3) - 



already in an advanced state of decomposition and 
the skull was not complete. However, identifica- 
tion was made from the shape of the flippers and 
the 22 ventral grooves which extended to and cir- 
cumscribed the umbilicus. 

This is the first known stranding of this 
species in the Azores, although it is referred Jo 
from the whaling period (CHAVES 1924; FERREI- 
RA 1935) and has been observed between the 
Azores and mainland Portugal by GORDON & al. 
(1989). ALLEN & al. (1979) mention sightings by 
whalers. 

According to the biometric information given 
by RIDGWAY & HARRISON (1985), the total length 
of the specimen corresponds to that of a newborn 
calf. 

2 - Globicephala macrorhynchus Gray, 1846 - 
short- finned pilot whale 

The specimen was stranded near the harbour of 

Calheta do Nesquim, Pico Island (Fig. I), on 03 
April 90. It was alive when first observed but died 
a few hours later. The animal had scar tissue along 
the lateral sides of the body which was infested by 
the external amphipod parasite: Isocyamus delphi- 

ni (Gukrin-MCneville, 1836). The number of 
theeth on each hemi jaw (8) and the short length 
of flippers (which amount to 14% of the total 
length) permitted the identification of the spe- 
cimen. 

The total mercury level in the dorsal muscle 
tissue (10.9 * 0.66 S.E. pg.g-l ww), although a 
little bit higher (1 unit), is of the same order of 
magnitude as the values reported by GLBMOT 
(1986) to this species in the Caribbean region. 

The short-finned pilot whale has been ob- 
served regularly in the waters around the Azores 
by GORDON & al. (1987, 1988, 1989). REINER 
(1985, 1990) reports a previous stranding in the 
Azores (Corvo island). 

According to the biometric information given 
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Fig. 1 - Map showing sites of stranded cetaceans in Azores from 1990-91. *- Megaptera novaeangliae; A- 
Balaenoptera borealis; m - Physeter macrocephalus; o - Globicephala macrorhynchus; n- Stenella frontalis; 

+- Stenella coeruleoalba. 



by EVASS (1987), the total length of the male ob- 

served corresponds to an adult animal. 

3 - Stenellu .frontulis (G. Cuvier, 1829) - spotted 
dolphin 

This dolphin stranded at Porto da Eira, Cedros, 
Faial Island (Fig. 1) on 21 August 90. 

Although GLEMOT (1986) do not present mer- 
cury data to this species, the total mercury level in 
the dorsal muscle tissue (4.0 f 0.22 S.E. mg.g-1 
ww) of this specimen is within the range of values 
given by this author for other species of Stenella. 

PERRIN & al. (1987) regarded S. fiontalis and 
S. plagiodon as synonyms, and considered the 
species endemic to the Atlantic. 

Although spotted do lphs  were the most com- 
mon dolphins observed around the Azores in the 
summer months by GORDON & al. (1987, 1988, 
1989), as far as we h o w ,  strandings have not 
been reported previously. PERRIN & al. (1987) re- 
ported a specimen of this dolphin from the Azores 
but do not mention if it was a stranding. The first 
confumed reference was made by MARTIN 
(1986), who described an interesting feeding be- 
haviour association between dolphins and Cory's 
shearwater (Calonectris diomedea and Pufinus 
gravis). 

The body measurements of the stranded 
spotted dolphin correspond to an adult female (ac- 
cording to PERRIN & al. 1987). 

4 - Balaenopfera borealis ? Lesson, 1828 - sei 
whale 

This specimen was found dead near Porto Formo- 
so, S. Miguel Island (Fig. 1) on 27 August 90, al- 

ready in an advanced state of decomposition. 
The presence of 51-52 ventral grooves (RIDG- 

WAY & HARRISON 1985) which extended to the 
navel (EVANS 1987) and the presence of black ba- 
leen plates with yellow fringes, suggest that this 
specimem is B. borealis. However, other import- 
ant specific features in the systematic of Ba- 
laenopterids (number of longitudinal ridges be- 
tween the blowhole and the upper jaw and the 
colour of the lips) have not been verified, and 
some incertitude in the identification still remain. 

B. borealis was observed for the first time in 

the Azores in 1989 (GORDON & al. 1990), and this 
is the first hown stranding in this region. 

According to the biometrics given by EVANS 
(1987) and LEATHERWOOD & REEVES (1983), the 
present animal was an adult. 

5 - Physeter macrocephalus Linnaeus, 1758 - 
sperm whale 

The two stranded sperm whales from 1990-91, 
were already in an advanced state of decay, when 
found. Only the total lengths were measured. The 
first of those stranding occurred near Fenais da 
Luz, S. Miguel Island, on 29 August 90. The sec- 
ond occurred in Lagoa de Sto. Cristo, S. Jorge Is- 
land (Fig. 1) on 13 March 1991. 

According to the biometric information of 
EVANS (1987) and LEATHERWOOD & REEVES 
(1983), the total length of the first animal corre- 
sponds to a young individual, the second to an 
adult male. 

6 - Stenella coeruleoalba (Meyen, 1833) - striped 
dolphin 

The specimen was found on Concei@io beach, 
Horta, Faial island (Fig. 1) on 27 April 199 1. 

Otoliths (lapillae and sagittae) from Trachu- 
rus picturatus - oceanic horse mackerel, were 
found in the stomach of the animal. 

The total mercury level in the dorsal muscle 
tissue (0.7 i 0.02 S.E. pg.g-1 WW), is a little bit 
lower (-0.3) than the range of values (1.0 to 81.2 
p.p.m) given by GLBMOT (1986) in the Mediter- 
ranean, Atlantic and Pacific ocean). 

S. coeruleoalba is common in the Archipela- 
go, and previous records of this species have been 
reported by REINER (1990). The species have been 
commonly observed in the waters of the Azores 
by GORDON & al. (1987,1988,1989). 

According to measurements given by DUGUY 
& ROBINEAU (1987) and LEATHERWOOD & RE- 

EVES (1983) the specimen observed was a young 
immature male. 

DISCUSSION 

Sightings of Megaptera novaeangliae, Balaenop- 
tera borealis and Stenella frontalis have already 



been made in Azorean waters (see GORDON & a. 
1987, 1988, 1989; REINER 1990; GALHARDO 
1990), but no strandings have been reported pre- 
viously. 

The number of strandings observed during 
1990 is higher than in any other year (5). How- 
ever, in 1991 only two strandings were recorded. 

With the exception of the short-pilot whale 
and the spotted doIphin, the other species stranded 
in Azores during 1990-91 have also been recorded 
from strandings in mainland Portugal (cf. SE- 

QUEIRA 1988; SEQUEIRA & d. 1992). 
Probably many more marine mammals are 

stranded in the Azores but are not reported. For 
the tuna fishermen, dead floating whales are valu- 
able because they find schooIs of tuna associated 
with them. For this reason, they may not com- 
municate their occurrence. 

The total mercury levels in the fresh dorsal 
muscle tissue of the three specimens analysed are 
within the range of values given by G L ~ M O T  

(1986) for the same species in other regions. 
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