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A case study of a lone humpback whale calf (Megaptera novaeangliae) 
inside Baía de Todos os Santos, Bahia State, north-eastern Brazil, with 
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We report the occurrence of a lone humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) calf inside 
Baía de Todos os Santos, north-eastern Brazil, encountered swimming near the shore in a busy 
beach of the city of Salvador. The calf was monitored for over 6 hours during which time it was 
photographed performing an unusual behaviour, interpreted by the authors as a sign of stress 
and disorientation. One week later, a dead humpback whale calf was found 14 km north-east, on 
the island of Itaparica. Due to the similar size and the oceanographic currents of the area, we 
considered it to be the same animal. Finally, we discuss considerations to improve conditions for 
the rescue of cetaceans in the future.

Humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) (Borowski, 1781) are cosmopolitan migratory 
animals that move yearly from feeding areas in high latitudes to tropical breeding areas, where they 
mate, give birth and nurse their calves (Clapham, 2002). The International Whaling Commission 
has established the existence of 7 stocks in the southern hemisphere (International Whaling 
Commission, 1998). One of the larger stocks comprises the population that comes to Brazil in 
winter for reproduction (Breeding Stock A–BSA), with the main concentration in the Abrolhos 
Bank (16°40'–19°30'S 38°00'–39°30'W) (Martins et al., 2001; Engel, 2003; Morete et al., 2003b; 
Andriolo et al., 2006).

 First evidence suggests the feeding area of the BSA is near the South Georgia and South Sandwich 
Islands (53°58'–59°23'S 38°01'–32°34') (Engel, 2003; Stevick et al., 2006; Zerbini et al., 2006). 
According to recent population estimates (Kinas & Bethlem, 1998; Freitas et al., 2004; Andriolo et 
al., 2006) the size of the humpback whale population in Brazilian waters has been increasing since 
the prohibition of commercial whaling. Consequently, sightings of these animals are becoming more 
frequent along the north-eastern Brazilian coast, including coastal bays, such as Baía de Todos os 
Santos (13°00'S 38°35'W), Bahia State, where the whales were abundant prior to whaling activities 
(Tavares, 1916).

During the breeding season, humpback whale strandings are common on the north coast of 
Bahia (14°47'S/39°02'W) (11°40'S/37°02'W). From 2000 to 2005, 
23 strandings were registered, of which 14 (61%) were calves (IBJ, 
unpublished data). These strandings may occur because the young 
cetaceans are completely dependent on their mothers, who feed 
and care for them, and may become stranded if separated from 
them (Carwardine et al., 1998; Boness et al., 2002).

Successful rescue of the calves of large cetaceans depends on a 
rapid and organized response, performed by trained professionals, 
a good infrastructure for eventual rehabilitation and the condition 
of the animal’s health (Heyning & Heyning, 2001).

Case description
On Sunday, 6 August 2007, a lone calf, no more than 2 months 

old, was sighted by over one hundred people in the locality of 
‘Porto da Barra’ (13°23'S 38°55'W), one of the busiest tourist 
places in Salvador, capital of Bahia State (Figure 1). The weather 
and sea conditions were good (Beaufort 2), with clear visibility at 
sea, wind speed of 2–4 m s–1 and temperature of 23 to 26°C.

Figure 1. Locality of ‘Porto da Barra’, one of the busiest tourist 
places in Salvador, capital of Bahia State, where the humpback whale 

(Megaptera novaeangliae) calf was sighted.
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According to the public present at the site, the calf was observed 
alone, breaching near the beach at about 1000 h on the same morning. 
The animal approached the shore, reaching shallow waters very close 
to the beach (Praia do Porto da Barra) but did not become stranded. 
After some time, the life-guards could no longer contain the public and 
some people went into the water, even touching and climbing onto the 
whale calf. The Instituto Baleia Jubarte (IBJ) and Instituto Mamíferos 
Aquáticos (IMA), both members of the north-east stranding network 
(REMANE), were notified of the occurrence at 1400 h and immediately 
sent out researchers who began monitoring the calf with the assistance 
of a 6-m RIB (rigid inflatable boat) with a 50 hp outboard engine 
and an 8-m fiberglass boat with a 45 hp outboard engine, permitting 
underwater observations. However, due to poor underwater visibility 
the quality of the obtained photographs is poor.

While there was still some daylight, superficial scarifications were 
observed on the calf ’s fluke and dorsal fin. Breath intervals were in 
accordance with its age (1 breath every 1 min 20 s to 1 min 40 s) (Petta 
et al., 2004).

No barnacles (Cirripedia), whale lice (Amphipoda) or sharksuckers 
(Echeneidae) were observed on the calf ’s body, although they are well 
documented in the literature (Winn & Reichley, 1985). Sharksuckers, 
Echeneis naucrates Linnaeus, 1758 are mostly found in coastal areas, 
being registered on both adults and calves of M. novaeangliae on the 
coast of Bahia (Sampaio, personal observation; Wedekin et al., 2004).

Behaviour
The humpback whale is one of the most acrobatic whales, exhibiting a 

large variety of conspicuous surface and underwater behaviours (Winn 
& Reichley, 1985; Clapham, 2002), for example, the tail up, frequently 
observed in the Abrolhos Bank, located about 200 nautical miles south 
of Salvador (Morete et al., 2003a).

In the case described here, a very peculiar behaviour was observed underwater. The humpback 
whale calf was seen diving to the bottom (5–7 m depth) with its rostrum towards the sand, swimming 
against the bottom repeatedly (Figure 2). There were no alterations in the respiratory interval. This 
behaviour was observed for around 30 min, while just one boat was on site, trying to drive the 
whale towards deeper waters, keeping the engine on and in high rotation. On one occasion, a local 
diver tried to push the calf away from the sea floor in an attempt to change this behaviour, without 
success.

Studies on whale behaviour report mainly on reaction to biopsy sampling and to vessel approach 
through land station observations (Weinrich et al., 1992; Gauthier & Sears, 1999; Morete et al., 2000; 
Morete, 2003). Although a number of underwater behavioural studies have been conducted on 
odontoceti (Hofmann et al., 2004; Silva Jr, 2005), very few have been reported for misticeti (Green 
et al., 2001).

Frohoff (2004) observed behavioural responses to stress in odontoceti and described changes 
in respiratory, surfacing and dive patterns; cohesion of groups; orientation and speed of swimming; 
communicative displays; postures; defaecation and vocalizations. Based on such descriptions, and in 
spite of poor underwater visibility, we could interpret the lone calf ’s behaviour as a stress response 
to either excessive noise produced by the boat’s engine or even to the absence of the mother.

Futhermore, despite control from environmental agencies, fishing with explosives (dynamite) is 
still a common practice utilized by some fishermen inside Baía de Todos os Santos (Herold et al., 
2007). People encountered on the site of the incident reported on explosion noises they heard in 
the morning of 5 August near the stranding site. Explosions are suggested as a possible cause of 
disorientation in cetaceans (Richardson, 1995; Simmonds et al., 2003); as such, we cannot discard 
this possibility as a plausible causal factor in the case above described.

The animal was resighted early in the evening (1830 h) and was monitored for over one hour. 
The animal showed clear evidence of stress and disorientation: (a) about 3 breaths per minute; (b) 
it approached the boats used by the researchers; and (c) it scratched its body against the hull of the 
boat and the coastal rocks. By 2000 h, the monitoring activity ended.

The next morning, a land search was conducted, comprising all the metropolitan area of Baía de 
Todos os Santos and Itaparica Island, but the animal was not found, raising the question of whether 
it would be able to leave the bay or not.

Figure 2. The humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) calf, diving to 
the bottom with the rostrum towards the sand and swimming against 

the sea floor. Photographs: Cláudio L.S. Sampaio.



A case study of a lone humpback whale calf     E.S. Neto et al.

JMBA2 - Biodiversity Records
Published on-line

3

Figure 3. The humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) calf stranded in Itaparica Island, presenting lacerations (A, B, C) on the peduncle and part of the 
fluke, probably caused by propellers; (D) a cookie-cutter shark (Isistius sp.) bite in the ventral region of the dead whale.

Figure 4. Baia de Todos os Santos showing the sites where the lost humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) calf was recorded in (A) Porto da Barra beach, 
Salvador and (B) where the calf was stranded in Itaparica Island, about 14 km from A.
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Stranding
One week later (12 August 2007), the IBJ was called to attend a humpback calf stranded at Itaparica 

Island (12°15'S 38°10'W). The animal was at an advanced decomposition state, ‘code 4’ (Geraci & 
Lounsbury, 2005), total length of 4.70 m, presenting two deep parallel wounds on the peduncle 
and partial mutilation of the fluke, possibly caused by watercraft propellers (Figure 3A,B,C). The 
location of the lesions and the absence of signs of recent cicatrization suggest the collision probably 
occurred after the animal’s death. Some cookie-cutter shark (Isistius sp.) bite marks were identified 
in the ventral region (Figure 3D) (Souto et al., 2007). Due to the calf ’s advanced decomposition 
state it was impossible to determine the cause of death. The location where the carcass was found 
suggests that this animal was possibly the lost calf described above (Figure 4).

This area possesses a strong tidal influence and intense shipping traffic, since it is the main entrance 
channel to Baia de Todos os Santos, and its harbours (Lessa et al., 2001). In 2005, a collision incident 
involving an adult humpback whale struck by a catamaran was recorded (IBJ, unpublished data).

It is of utmost importance that institutions working with cetacean strandings receive more 
funding to invest in the training of staff and acquisition of equipment, such as adequate vessels, 
transportation stretchers, cables and medications. A rehabilitation centre with pools and trained 
personnel, plus financial support for the rescue of large cetacean calves, may have allowed the calf 
to be cared for until weaning, improving its chances of survival and the possibility of a successful 
reintroduction (Stewart, 2001).

Governments, together with NGOs, should also allocate financial resources to the development 
of new technologies for rescuing cetaceans, since it is a matter that concerns both conservation 
and public health issues.

Opportunities, such as in the case described here, to closely monitor and observe a young calf, are 
both rare and extremely valuable. Had there been better structures in place, or even a rehabilitation 
centre, for the accompaniment of this calf throughout the night and subsequent hours, a wealth 
of new information could have been gathered about this animal to increase our understanding of 
the causes and consequences of separation between whale mothers and calves in the wild. Better 
resources and more knowledge might also improve our chances to successfully intervene in similar 
cases in the future.
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Márcia Engel and Katia Groch for the constructive discussion, Andréa  M. Carvalho for the stranding assistance 
and Petrobras for the financial support.
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