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On early hours of 03 July 2015 a cetacean stranded at 
the Llostay Beach (18°10’26”S, 70°38’36”W), department of 
Tacna, in the Peruvian southern coast (Figure 1). The cetacean 
was a sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) with an injury in 
the anterior portion of the mandible. Before examining the 
carcass, teeth were extracted by fishermen and a portion of the 
left caudal fluke was cut for unknown reasons.

The lower jaw exhibited 21 pairs of functional teeth. 
Measurements of the animal followed Norris (1961) (Table 
1). Sex was identified as female based on the presence of 
mammary slits on each side of the urogenital slit, which are 
not present in males of this species (Clarke, 2005) (Figure 
2). No additional measurements were taken prior to carcass 
burying by local authorities. Using Lockyer’s formula (1976), 
body weight was estimated at 5.35 metric tons. The specimen 
was likely sexually immature based on total length of sperm 
whale females, that reach sexual maturity at 8.3-9.2m 
(Shirihai and Jarrett, 2006). Female sperm whales from the 
Southeast Pacific Ocean become sexually mature at 6.5 years 
of age, and length of 8.2m (Clarke et al., 2011). Physical 
maturity, however, is attained at about 30 years of age and 
10.6m of length (Whitehead, 2009). In the southeast Pacific, 
sperm whales reach physical maturity at an age of 33.5 years 
and a length of 11.2m (Clarke et al., 2011). Therefore, the 
sperm whale that stranded in Peru was likely a physically 
immature female.

This stranding took place during an El Niño Southern 
Oscillation ENSO event1. According to the Peruvian Sea 
Institute2 an anomalous surface sea temperature of +2.19°C 
took place in the far south of Peru during the first four days 
of July, when the stranding occurred. Anomalous sea surface 

temperatures have been linked with sperm whale occurrences 
in Peruvian waters (García-Godos, 2006; Pizarro-Neyra, 
2010). On the other hand, the cause of death remains 
unknown. Although ship strikes and fish net entanglement 
have been documented as causes of death of sperm whales in 
South America (Van Waerebeek et al., 2007, García-Godos et 
al., 2013), in this case the connection between these events is 
not supported be evidence.

Prior to this event, a sperm whale stranded in 2009 at 
Los Palos Beach (18°17’S, 70°27’W), 21km to the south in a 
straight line (Pizarro-Neyra, 2010). In southern Peru at least 
six sperm whale strandings have occurred in the last fifteen 
years (Table 2). Furthermore, an important number of sperm 
whale strandings took place in Ecuador and Chile during the 
last thirty years (Chiuliza et al., 1998; Galletti and Cabrera, 
2007). However, the relationship of these facts with ENSO 
events is not clear. A new sperm whale stranding occurred 
during the morning of 03 September 2015 in Pozo de Lizas 
Beach, department of Moquegua (17°42’S, 71°20’W), 
southern Peru. The specimen was an immature male with a 
length of 12.4m and died after four hours of landing. The 
cause of the stranding was entanglement in a fishing gear with 
a buoy.

1NOAA (2015) ENSO: Recent evolution, current status and predictions. 
Update prepared by Climate Prediction Center / NCEP 6 July 2015 
http://meteorologia.florianopolis.ifsc.edu.br/webmeteoro_ifsc/40e92c96e27
1b39eecf29a2e38a7f1be/reuniao_climatica/imagens/enso_evolution-status-
fcsts-web.pdf
2IMARPE (2015) Boletín semanal de la temperatura superficial del agua de 
mar (°C) en el litoral peruano. N°25/2015, período: 01-07 de julio del 2015. 
Laboratorio de Hidrofísica Marina /LHFM. <http://www.imarpe.pe/imarpe/
archivos/boletines/imarpe_bltsm_tsm_sema25_2015.pdf> Consulted on 11 
November 2015.
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Figure 1. Female sperm whale stranded at Llostay Beach, 
Tacna, southern Peru.

Figure 2. Mammary slits of the sperm whale stranded at 
Llostay Beach, Tacna, southern Peru.

 

Measurement Record (m)

Length, total, from anterior tip of the rostrum to the notch of the caudal flukes 8.20

Length from anus to notch of caudal flukes 1.60

Length from the tip of upper jaw to anterior insertion of flipper 1.28

Length of left flipper (anterior insertion to tip) 0.79

Width of left flipper 0.32

Width of the right caudal fluke 1.08

Table 1. Measurements of a female sperm whale, Physeter macrocephalus, stranded in July 2015 at Llostay Beach, Peru.

Date Locality, Department Sex Source

Winter 2001 Mejía, Arequipa Female Zanabria3

July 2009 Pozo de Lizas, Moquegua Male García-Godos et al. (2013)

December 2009 Los Palos, Tacna Male Pizarro-Neyra (2010)

Summer 2012 Mollendo, Arequipa NA (calf) García-Godos et al. (2013)

July 2015 Llostay, Tacna Female This work

September 2015 Pozo de Lizas, Moquegua Male This work

Table 2. Sperm whale, Physeter macrocephalus, strandings in southern Peru (2001-2015). NA = not available

3Zanabria, U. (2010) Lista de especies de mamíferos marinos que frecuentan el Área Marino Costera del Santuario Nacional Lagunas de Mejía. Page 49 
in Abstracts, II Congreso de la Sociedad Peruana de Mastozoología, 12-16 September 2010, Arequipa, Peru.

References
Chiluiza, D., Aguirre, W., Félix, F. and Haase, B. (1998) 
Varamientos de mamíferos marinos en la costa occidental 
ecuatoriana período 1987-1995. Acta Oceanográfica del 
Pacífico 9(1): 209-217.

Clarke, R. (2005) Male nipples in blue and fin whales and 
their absence in sperm whales. Aquatic Mammals 3(1): 124-
132. https://doi.org/10.1578/am.31.1.2005.124



52

Clarke, R., Paliza, O. and Van Waerebeek, K. (2011) Sperm 
whales of the Southeast Pacific. Part VII. Reproduction and 
growth in the female. Latin American Journal of Aquatic 
Mammals 10(1): 8-39. https://doi.org/10.5597/lajam00172

Galletti, B. and Cabrera, E. (2007) Varamiento de cetáceos en 
Chile 1970-2005 y su relación con impactos antropogénicos. 
Pages 32-37 in Félix, F. (Ed.) Memorias, Taller de Trabajo 
sobre el Impacto de las Actividades Antropogénicas en Mamíferos 
Marinos en el Pacífico Sudeste, Bogotá, Colombia, 28-29 
November 2006. CPPS-PNUMA, Guayaquil, Ecuador. 

García-Godos, I. (2006) A note on the occurrence of sperm 
whales (Physeter macrocephalus) off Peru, 1995-2002. Journal 
of Cetacean Research and Management 8(1): 113-119.

García-Godos, I., Van Waerebeek, K., Alfaro-Shigueto, J. 
and Mangel, J.C. (2013) Entanglements of large cetaceans in 
Peru: few records but high risk. Pacific Science 67(4): 523-
532. https://doi.org/10.2984/67.4.3

Lockyer, C. (1976) Body weights of some species of large 
whales. ICES Journal of Marine Science  36(3): 259-273. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/icesjms/36.3.259

Norris, K.S. (1961) Standardized methods for measuring and 
recording data on the smaller cetaceans. Journal of Mammalogy 
42(4): 471-476. https://doi.org/10.2307/1377364

Pizarro-Neyra, J. (2010) Varamiento de cetáceos en Tacna, 
Perú (2002-2010). Revista Peruana de Biología 17(2): 253-
255. https://doi.org/10.15381/rpb.v17i2.37

Shirihai, H. and Jarrett, B. (2006) Whales, Dolphins and 
Other Marine Mammals of the World. Princeton Field Guides. 
Princeton University Press, NJ, USA.

Van Waerebeek, K., Baker, A.N., Félix, F., Gedamke, J., 
Iñiguez, M., Sanino, G.P., Secchi, E., Sutaria, D., van 
Helden, A. and Wang, Y. (2007) Vessel collisions with small 
cetaceans worldwide and with large whales in the Southern 
Hemisphere, an initial assessment. Latin American Journal of 
Aquatic Mammals 6(1): 43-69.    
https://doi.org/10.5597/lajam00109

Whitehead, H. (2009) Sperm whale Physeter macrocephalus. 
Pages 1091-1097 in Perrin, W.F., Würsig, B. and Thewissen, 
J.G.M. (Eds) Encyclopedia of Marine Mammals. 2.ed. 
Academic Press, San Diego, CA.    
https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-373553-9.00248-0


