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The humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) is a
cosmopolitan cetacean found in all of the world’s oceans. The
species performs extensive annual migrations of thousands
of kilometers annually, between summer feeding areas in high
latitudes, and winter breeding calving areas in tropical and
sub-tropical waters, where they generally fast (Mackintosh,
1942; Dawbin, 1966; Zerbini et al., 2006; Clapham, 2018). The
fact that most humpback whales migrate close to the coast in
Brazil (Pinedo et al., 1992; Hetzel & Lodi, 1993) facilitates the
monitoring and studying of the population throughout much
of their migration and residency in the breeding areas (Engel &
Marcondes, 2021).

The population that occurs in the western South Atlantic
Ocean (WSAO), called “breeding stock A" by the International
Whaling Commission (IWC, 1998), inhabits the eastern coast
of South America (Martins et al., 2001), more specifically the
east and northeast coasts of Brazil (IWC, 1998; 2005), from late
austral autumn to late austral spring, when mating and calving
occur (Martins et al., 2001). Around 500 to 800 remaining whales
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around Abrolhos Marine National Park in the 1980s increased to
approximately 2,400 animals by the year 2000 (first population
estimate made with tag and recapture), and more than 17,000
whales in 2018 (Engel & Marcondes, 2021). The abundance in
2019 was estimated at 24,900 individuals, indicating that the
WSAO humpback whale population has recovered to nearly 93%
of its pre-exploitation abundance and would be nearly 100%
recovered in 2030 (Zerbini et al., 2019).

The increase of the humpback whale population made these
whales reoccupy areas that were used by the species before the
whaling period along the northeastern and northern coasts of
Brazil (Zerbini et al., 2004; Rossi-Santos et al., 2008; Gongalves
et al., 2018; Ristau et al., 2020). However, the main breeding area
of humpback whales in Brazil is the Abrolhos Bank (Andriolo et
al., 2010; Engel & Marcondes, 2021). Studies have shown that
humpback whales calving and breeding in Brazil occur between
April and December (Danilewicz et al., 2009), with peaks in August
and September (Martins et al., 2001; Zerbini et al., 2004; Rossi-
Santos et al., 2008; Andriolo et al., 2010; Engel & Marcondes,
2021). After this period, the species migrates to feed off South
Georgia and South Sandwich Islands (Zerbini et al., 2006; Engel
& Martin, 2009; Engel & Marcondes, 2021).

The Arraial do Cabo region (22°58'18" S, 42°01'30” W) in the
Rio de Janeiro state, Brazil has natural beauties that attract a
large number of visitors every year. Tourism is the main economic
activity in the municipality and marine tourism generates the
majority of jobs and income for the local population (A. S. Ribeiro,
Museu Oceanografico do IEAPM, pers. comm., 23 July 2021). The
region also sits on the migratory pathway of humpback whales
that travel each year from feeding areas in Antarctic to tropical
areas further north in Brazil to breed. Vessel traffic may cause the
interruption of behaviors such as resting, foraging, nursing, and
reproduction (Allen & Read, 2000; Lusseau et al., 2006; Williams
et al., 2006; Carrera et al., 2008; Stockin et al., 2008; Arcangeli
& Crosti, 2009; Currey et al., 2009; Lusseau et al., 2009), which
may negatively impact populations, harm animals and even lead
to death (Favero, 2018). However, to the best of my knowledge,
there are no records in the literature on the impact caused by
water sports such as kitesurfing to this species.
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Figure 1. Rio de Janeiro State, highlighting the Arraial do Cabo region
(22°58'18" S, 42°01'30" W), where the record of a collision between a
humpback whale Megaptera novaeangliae and a kitesurfer was made.

Kitesurfing is the combination of a board attached to the feet
with an inflatable kite or parachute, which allow practitioner to
glide over the surface of the water and, at the same time, take
jumps with the help of weak or strong winds on lakes, dams, or
at sea (Bitencourt & Navarro, 2005; ABETA, 2015). The sport,
created in the late 1970s and perfected throughout the 1980s
and 1990s (Alcantelado, 2009), began to be practiced in Brazil
around 1996, and quickly became one of the most practiced water
sports in the country and, consequently, one of the most popular
(Bitencourt & Navarro, 2005; Alcantelado, 2009). The official
entities indicated an approximate number of 2,000 practicing
athletes, with only 500 associated with the Brazilian Kitesurfing
Association (Bitencourt & Navarro, 2005).

On the coast of the Arraial do Cabo region, the practice of
kitesurfing has been growing over the years, along with surfing,
bodyboarding, stand up paddle, windsurfing, Hawaiian canoeing
(Hawaiian canoe) (V. Ribas, Museu do Surf, pers. comm., 03 May
2023), free diving, and scuba diving (M. Queiroz, Queiroz Diver,
pers. comm., 05 May 2023). The objective of this work is to report
the collision of a kitesurfer with a humpback whale on the coast
of Arraial do Cabo, located on the east coast of Rio de Janeiro
state, southeastern Brazil, during the migration of the species
through the region.

Observations and interaction records were made from a land-
based platform (22°58'43" S, 42°02'04" W) (Fig. 1) located on
Pontal do Atalaia Hill, during whale watching activity carried out
on 16 July 2021, from 08:00h to 15:00h (opportunistic observation
period). The collision between the species and the kitesurfer
occurred at 10:35h, when the kitesurfer, in fast displacement at
about 300 meters from the coast, collided with a humpback whale,
an adult individual in a group of eight whales, when surfaced to
breathe (Fig. 2). With the impact, the kitesurfer was thrown about
10 meters away, while the whale continued on its course. After
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Figure 2. Humpback whale Megaptera novaeangliae and kitesurfer
observed seconds before collision on the coast of Arraial do Cabo,
Brazil. Source: Marcelo Francisco de Lima.

a few seconds, the kitesurfer got up on the board and moved
towards Grande Beach to recover from the collision.

On the coast of the Arraial do Cabo region, migrating humpback
whales have been observed for at least three decades and
recorded for at least two decades. In the last 20 years, there was
no official record (only a few unconfirmed reports) of collision
between humpback whales and tourism vessels (marine / onboard
tourism) or any other type of vessel in the area in question,
despite the significant increase in the number and traffic of
vessels, as well as the number of humpback whales migrating
along the coast (E. B. F. Netto, Instituto de Estudos do Mar
Almirante Paulo Moreira / IEAPM, pers. comm., 03 January 2023;
A. S. Ribeiro, Museu Oceanografico do IEAPM, pers. comm., 05
January 2023). Regarding kitesurfing, the practice of the sport
has been intensifying in the region year after year. Kitesurfers
and humpback whales have been observed for at least a decade
using the same areas at the same time on the coast of Arraial do
Cabo, mainly in the winter months. During this period, no collision
event involving kitesurfers and humpback whales was observed
(with the exception of the observed event described in this note).
The individuals of humpback whales observed did not change
their behavior, showing indifference to the presence of kitesurfers
and not demonstrating any aggressive behavior towards them
during the time they remained in the same areas (E. B. F. Netto,
Instituto de Estudos do Mar Almirante Paulo Moreira / IEAPM,
pers. comm., 03 January 2023; V. Ribas, Museu do Surf, pers.
comm., 03 May 2023).

This observation on the coast of Arraial do Cabo highlights
possible impacts caused by kitesurfers, which may lead to
temporal behavioral changes in whales similar to those caused
by vessels. Even if this observed interaction may be rare, it could
become a more significant threat to the species in the future, as
the number of kitesurfers has been increasing every year in the
region. This type of interaction may also threaten human life and
therefore must be a cause of concern for local authorities and
sports practitioners. Thus, it is essential to conduct studies to
assess the potential risk of kitesurfing to the species and humans
throughout the range where humpback whale habitat and sports
activities overlap.
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