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ABSTRACT

Barbieri, E.1, Roselli, L. Y.2, Quito, L.3. A Unprecedented record of Bryde's whale in South Coast MPA, SP, Brazil. 
Braz. J. Aquat. Sci. Technol. 23(1). eISSN 1983-9057. DOI: 14117/bjast.v23n1. This note documents the first record 
of a Bryde’s whale (Balaenoptera edeni) in the South Coast Marine Environmental Protected Area (SCMEPA) São Paulo 
State, Brazil. This observation was made during the monitoring activity of the protected area, on December 7, 2016, when 
two specimens were sighted near the Cardoso Island, south coast of the São Paulo State. Bryde’s whale observations are 
still very limited on the Brazilian coast, so this record represents important source for subsidizing policies of environmental 
planning for the SCMEPA.
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INTRODUCTION 

The Bryde's whale (Balaenoptera edeni  
Anderson son, 1879) belongs to Balaenopteridae  
family and is distributed worldwide in tropical and 
subtropical waters between 40°N and 40°S parallels, 
living in warm ocean waters, with temperatures ranging 
from 15 to 20°C (Gonçalves & Andriolo, 2006).

The Bryde’s whale has a slender and  
hydrodynamic body, with a broad head showing three 
parallel ridges running from the blow-holes to the 
v-shaped snout, a diagnostic feature for the species 
(Monteiro-Filho et al., 2013). Sexual dimorphism is 
not evident, with males ranging from 12 to 13 meters 
while females are slightly larger, varying from 13 to 15.5  
meters. Both sexes weigh from 13,600 to 15,000 
kg (Wiseman et al., 2011). The body’s color is  
predominantly dark gray or black on the back, 
becoming light gray or white on the abdomen. 
Circular scars of lampreys and sharks may be 
visible in more migratory individuals (Allen et 
al., 2011). On the throat, 54 to 56 grooves occur  
between each fin and extend beyond their navel. Their 
dorsal fins are high, curved, with a sharp tip, while the 
pectoral fins are short, narrow and pointed (Shirihai, 
2006; Jefferson et al., 2008; Allen et al., 2011).

The little information concerning the species 
indicate that they feed primarily on small fish such as 
sardines (Sardinella spp.) and anchovies (Anchoviella 

spp.) (Siciliano et al., 2004; Lodi et al., 2015) and 
they consume about 4% of their body mass per day, 
which corresponds to about 600-660 kg of food (Allen 
et al., 2011). They can dive up to 300 meters depth  
(Shirihai, 2006; Jefferson et al., 2008; Allen et al., 2011) 
by pursuing prey.

The species is distributed along the Brazilian 
coast, from Maranhão to Rio Grande do Sul, but 
mainly in the southeastern and southern regions 
during the summer and the austral autumn (Zerbini 
et al., 1997; Siciliano et al., 2004; Gonçalves et al., 
2015; Lodi et al., 2015). Although there are sporadic 
records on the coast of São Paulo State, most of them  
correspond to beach-bound events (Santos et al., 2010;  
PETROBRAS, 2016; PETROBRAS, 2018) and little 
is known about the populations of this species on the 
coast of the State.

Information on ecology, behavior, genetics and 
life history are poorly understood, which is why the 
species is considered internationally (IUCN, 2018) 
and nationally (BRASIL, 2014) as Data Deficient 
(DD). Therefore, aspects such as population size, 
home ranges displacement patterns and longevity, 
are unknown. Thus, this occurrence note becomes an 
important record of the species for the São Paulo State, 
specifically for the South Coast Marine Environmental 
Protected Area (SCMEPA).
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

 The SCMEPA was created in 2008 (State 
Decree 53.527/2008) with the objective of protecting, 
ordering, guaranteeing and disciplining the rational 
use of environmental resources, including its waters, 
as well as recreational tourism, research and fishing  
activities, aiming to promote the sustainable  
development of the region. It has 368742.53 ha of 
area covering the coastal region of the municipalities 
of Cananeia, Ilha Comprida and Iguape (Reigala et 
al., 2014; Collaço et al., 2015). Its limits off the coast 
ranges from the maximum high tide up to the 25-meter 
isobaths (Figure 1).

Figure 1 – Map illustrating the location of the Marine EPA of the 
São Paulo State, and monitoring track (in red) conducted during 
the expedition carried out on December 7, 2016.

Amongst the activities developed to achieve the 
SCMEPA's objectives, monthly expeditions are carried 
out for environmental monitoring in which the main 
activities and verified uses of the territory, possible 
environmental impacts, and biota species sighted in 
the expedition are registered (Reigala et al., 2014). 
The survey was performed on December 7, 2016, 
from 8:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m., using a 25-ft boat with 
two outboard motors, along the length of the SCMEPA 
(Figure 1). At the moment of the whale’s sighting, the 
boat slowed speed to avoid disturbing their natural 
behavior and photographs and GPS coordinates were 
taken to register the presence of animals

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

During the expedition, two specimens of Bryde’s 
whales were observed and photographed on the  
SCMPA between 9:11 and 9:23 a.m. in the immediate 
vicinity of Cardoso Island, between Bom Abrigo Island 
and Cambriú Island (Figure 2).

The whales swam very close to each other, 
moving slowly to the northeast, when it was possible to 
notice a high spray of more than one meter in height, 
characteristic of the species (Figure 3), followed by 
the exposure of the dorsal fin with little exposure of 

the body at the surface of the water during swimming 
(Figure 4), and failing to expose the caudal fin when 
diving. In addition, the pattern of dark-gray coloration 
was verified on the dorsum becoming latero-ventrally 
clearer, the robust V-shaped snout and the high, falcate 
and sharply tipped dorsal fin (Perrin et al., 2009).

Figure 2 - Map illustrating the location where the individuals of 
Balaenoptera edeni were observed at Southern Coast of the Marine 
EPA of the São Paulo State.

Bryde’s whales are generally seen as solitary 
or in pairs and can be joined in groups of up to 20  
individuals when in feeding grounds, while those groups 
living farther off the coast can hold up to 30 individuals  
(Wiseman et al., 2011). When traveling, 93% of the 
Bryde’s whales are solitary or in pairs (Jefferson et 
al., 2008). For this reason, we believe that the speci-
mens sighted in the SCMEPA must be traveling, since 
in addition to the size of the group, they exhibited  
displacement behavior and were no longer seen along 
the returning path of the monitoring expedition.

Amongst the main potential threats recognized 
for this species in the SCMEPA are incidental catches 
in fishing artifacts, the reduction of food resources due 
to overfishing and noise pollution produced by vessels 
and sonars (BRASIL, 2011) which have been related 
to individual or collective stranding of other cetaceans 
(Reilly et al., 2008).

Figure 3 - Balaenoptera edeni, sighted in the South Coast Marine 
EPA, detected by spray. The Cardoso Island can be seen in the 
background.
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However, since the southern coast of the 
São Paulo State is still fairly well preserved with no  
larger-scale ports, industries or anthropic activities 
(Barbieri et al., 2010), the other threats associated 
with large cetaceans such as collisions with larger 
vessels, impact of sounds from seismic prospecting 
and oil and gas exploration, contamination by chemical  
pollutants, interaction with marine debris and disordered  
observation tourism (BRASIL, 2011) do not have a 
significant impact on the region.

Figure 4 - Balaenoptera edeni moving on the surface of the water. 
Note the dark coloration on the back, turning gray on the side, as 
well as the low and falcated dorsal fin on the lower third of the body.

The  SCMEPA is an integral part of the Mosaic 
of Conservation Units of LAGAMAR (BRASIL, 2006) 
and of the Mosaic of Islands and Protected Areas of 
the São Paulo Coast (SÃO PAULO, 2008). It is part 
of a continuum of marine and coastal ecosystems, 
including the Estuarine-Lagoon Complex of Iguape-
Cananeia, considered one of the most productive and  
preserved ecosystems in the world, Natural Patrimony of  
Humanity (UNESCO, 2008) and RAMSAR Site 
(2017). Therefore, the occurrence of key species,  
top-of-the-food-chain and vulnerable species, such as 
the Bryde’s whale, reinforces the importance of this 
ecosystem for marine biota and may be an indication 
that this area is an important habitat for species.

The marine fauna monitoring on board of small 
vessels is a tool of great importance for scientific 
research, mainly for creating opportunities to answer 
questions about fauna in distinct areas of the coast, 
such as seasonality, distribution, group size and  
determining areas of environmental sensitivity. Even 
though it is one brief recording, this occurrence 
is of great value, because it is an unpublished  
information for the region and it should be considered 
in decision-making and future regulation proposals by 
the SCMEPA.

It is therefore necessary to undertake efforts to 
continue and to systematize monitoring and research 
with Bryde’s whales and other cetaceans in the region, 
so that is possible to more accurately assess the use of 
the area as an important habitat for the Bryde’s whale, 
the potential and effective impacts of human activities 

on the species, and to assist in the elaboration of the 
Management Plan and other public policies, in addition 
to, of course, increasing the knowledge concerning the 
species that use the SCMEPA.
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