—

Online ISSN: 2236-1057

Latin American Journal
of Aquatic Mammals
www.lajamjournal.org

ARTICLE INFO

Manuscript type Short Communication
Article history

Received 06 August 2010
Received in revised form 04 October 2010
Accepted 10 October 2010
Available online 27 January 2014

Responsible Editor: Jorge Urban-Ramirez

Citation: Ferreira, M.E.C., Maia-Nogueira, R., and Hubner
de Jesus, A. (2011) Surface observation of a birth of a
humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) on the northeast
coast of Brazil. Latin American Journal of Aquatic Mammals
9(2): 160-163.

htep://dx.doi.org/10.5597/lajam00182

The humpback whale, Megaptera novaeangliae (Borowski,
1781), is a cosmopolitan species commonly found in coastal
and shallow waters in the breeding grounds (Clapham and
Mead, 1999). The reproductive areas for this species are
characterized by shallow waters, preferably in banks of
less than 60m (Whitehead and Moore 1982), with water
temperatures ranging from 19-20°C to 24-28°C (Naughton,
1997; Rassmussen ez al., 2007). A breeding population of the
species migrates from the Antarctic region and stays in the
northeast coast of Brazil, mainly in Abrolhos Bank, in winter
and spring (from June through December) for mating and
calving (Martins et al., 2001).

Observations of cetacean births are rare as well as are reports
of the mother and calf behaviors immediately after birth.
Scientists have observed the births of just five species in the
wild: Orcinus orca (Jacobsen, 1981)', Physeter macrocephalus
(Weilgart and Whitehead, 1986), Delphinapterus leucas
(Béland ez al., 1990), Pseudorca crassidens (Sciara et al., 1997)
and Eschrichtius robustus (Balcomb, 1974; Leatherwood and
Beach, 1975; Mills and Mills, 1979). There have also been
a few published accounts of cetacean births in captivity
(e.g. Asper et al., 1988). The humpback whale is the most
studied baleen in the world, however no birth has ever been
witnessed (Clapham and Mayo, 1990; Clapham et a/., 1999).
In the Hawaiian Islands, placentas suspected of belonging
to humpback whale have been collected in two different
occasions (Silvers et al., 1997; Silvers et al., 2002). These
placentas were analyzed, but just one of them was confirmed
as originating from a humpback whale (Silvers ¢z /. 2002).

This note describes the birth of a humpback whale on the

coast of Barra Grande, Bahia, in the Northeastern of Brazil,
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as well as the post-birth behavior of the mother and the calf,
as observed from the surface. The observations presented here
were made during the monitoring of the marine biota and
fishing boats conducted from January to November 2007,
in the area near an oil drilling activity on the coast of Barra
Grande (Camamu Bay). The study area is within the known
breeding range of the humpback whale population that
winters in Brazil (Rossi-Santos et /., 2006'; Andriolo ez al.,
2010). However the area does not represent the main breeding
concentration of humpback whales of this population and
is characterized by a narrow continental shelf, instead of
the wide continental shelf observed in the Abrolhos Bank.
The work was carried out daily between 7:00h and 17:00h
using a 32-ft fiber boat that covered 45.6 nautical miles each
day. Behavioral observations, geographic coordinates and
environmental data were recorded.

The birth was observed on 27 August 2007, at the
coordinates 13.83°S, 38.99°W. The whales were observed for
4.5h in a total of more than eight hours of monitoring (from
08:45h to 17:00h). Observations were made at distances
usually ranging from 3m to 50m. The female, a large adult
animal, was observed for the first time at 08:45h. The animal
kept itself at the surface for most of the time, arching the
body as if diving but submerging for only a short period of
time. Probably, by that time, the birth was already in process.

'Rossi-Santos, M., Cipolotti, S. R. C., Baracho, C., Neto, E. and Marcovaldi,
E. (2006) Resultados preliminares sobre a ocorréncia e uso de habitat da
baleia jubarte (Megaptera novaengliae) na regiao de Itacaré, Estado da Bahia,
Brasil. Resumo: 7° Congresso Internacional sobre Manejo de Fauna Silvestre
na Amazénia e América Latina, Ilhéus, Brazil, 3-7 September 2006.
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Figure 1. Stain of blood in the water soon after birth of the
humpback whale.

Figure 2. A piece of tissue, probably the placenta, floating a few
meters from the mother and the calf.
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Figure 3. The calf and its color pattern.

The individual remained between the Quiepe’s Island reefs
and the Sorocucth mud (a fishing area) in depths that varied
between 7.7m and 9.5m, about 4km from the coast. The water
temperature at the time was about 25°C and the wind was
weak, blowing from northwest.

At 09:40h the water was blood colored (Figure 1) and
the neonate emerged a few seconds later showing the rostrum
around the bloodied water. As soon as the neonate emerged, a
piece of tissue that could be the placenta (Figure 2) floated a few
meters away from the mother and calf. No other marine animals
were observed in the area prior to or after the birth; not even fish
or seabirds were attracted by the bloody water.

The calf was about three times smaller than the size of
the female, with a dark gray coloration on the upper rostrum
extending backward to peduncle, and a white color on the flanks
and ventrally (Figure 3). The caudal fin was entirely white; the
flukes were white with a few parts in light gray, and the dorsal fin
was folded over indicating the recent birth (Scheidat ez 4., 2000).
It came very close to the researcher’s boat, reaching less than one
meter of it. The individual was breathing with difficulty, with the
rostrum emerging before the blowholes. In the next few moments,
the mother, using her head, kept the calf at the surface. This was
the most observed behavior soon after the birth. Cartwright and
Sullivan (2009) observed that the youngest calves of the species
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spend little time alone at the surface and the breathing regime
include intermittent breaths.

The mother and calf moved slowly towards the north. The
female did not present any apparent signs of stress from the
presence of the researcher’s boat; nevertheless, both animals
sometimes avoided getting closer to the boat. The neonate was
observed side by side to the mother most of the time; however
occasionally it was also observed a few meters in front of her. The
calf sometimes attempted to dive revealing only the peduncle.
It did not execute any deep dives, staying usually just below the
surface. The mother dived more frequently than the calf staying
underwater for about four minutes while the calf only submerged
for about a minute or less.

‘There was a time when both animals were observed swimming
close to a drift gillnet set to catch rays (Elasmobranchii). The calf
was trapped in the net for a few seconds, but soon it managed
to set itself free. Many cetaceans die annually caught in fishing
gillnets along the Brazilian coast (Di Beneditto er af., 2001).
Clapham and Mead (1999) consider the entanglement in fishing
gear one of the threats to the humpback whale in coastal waters.

The observations ended at 17:00h and, at that point, the
whales were about 8.4 nautical miles away from the birth site
(13.76°S, 38.89°W)). Fifteen groups of humpback whales

(approximately one per day) were observed at the same region



between 20 August and 3 September 2007. Ten of these groups
consisted of females with their calf. Thus, the area appears to be
important to mothers with young calves.

Acknowledgements

This work was supported by El Paso Brasil. The authors
thank the anonymous reviewers for their contribution to
improve the manuscript, the monitoring team Daniela
Trigueirinho Alarcon, Maisa Lima and Fabio Norberto,
the sailors Sergio and Evandro (Cristina 1V speed boat), the
fishermen Arilson Costa Hora, the crew of the boat Forga das
Aguas X for the information about the whale occurrence, Phil
Clapham and Alexandre N. Zerbini for the attention, help,
references, revisions and suggestions on the manuscript, and
Eliot Teixeira for the English revision.

References
Andriolo, A., Kinas, PG., Engel, M.H., Martins, C.C.A. and
Ruffino, A.M. (2010) Humpback whales within the Brazilian
breeding ground: distribution and population size estimate.

Endangered Species Research 11: 233-243.
http://dx.doi.org/10.3354/esr00282

Asper, E.D., Young, W.G, and Walsh, M.T. (1988) Observations
on the birth and development of a captive-born killer whale
Orcinus orca. International Zoo Yearbook 27: 295-304.

Balcomb, K. C. (1974). The birth of a gray whale. Pacific
Discovery 27: 28-31.

Béland, P, Faucher, A. and Corbeil, P (1990). Observations
on the birth of a beluga whale (Delphinapterus leucas) in the
St. Lawrence Estuary, Quebec, Canada. Canadian Journal of
Zoology 68: 1327-1329. http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/290-198

Cartwright, R. and Sullivan, M. (2009) Behavioral ontogeny in
humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) calves during their
residence in Hawaiian waters. Marine Mammal Science 3: 659-

680. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/].1748-7692.2009.00286.x

Clapham, PJ. and Mayo, C.A. (1990) Reproduction of
humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) observed in the
Gulf of Maine. Reporzs of the International Whaling Commission
(Special Issue) 12: 171-175.

Clapham, PJ. and Mead, J.G. (1999) Megaptera novacangliae.
MammalianSpecies604: 1-9. hetp://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3504352

Clapham, PJ., Wetmore, S.E., Smith, T.D. and Mead, ].G.
(1999) Length at birth and at independence in humpback
whales. Journal of Cetacean Research and Management 1:141-146.

Di Beneditto, A.PM., Ramos, RM.A. and Lima, N.R.W.
(2001) Os Golfinhos: origem, classificacdo, captura acidental,
hdbito alimentar. Cinco Continentes Editora, Porto Alegre,

152 pp.

Leatherwood, S.L. and Beach, D.W. (1975) A California
gray whale calf (Eschrichtius robustus) born outside the calving

lagoons. Bulletin of the Southern California Academy of Sciences
74: 45-46.

Silvers, L.E., Atkinson, S., Iwasa, M., Combelles, C. and
Salden, D.R. (1997) A large placenta encountered in the
Hawaiian winter grounds of the humpback whale, Megaptera
Novaeangliae. Marine Mammal Science 4: 711-716.
hetp://dx.doi.org/10.1111/§.1748-7692.1997.tb00095 x

Silvers, L.E., Rosel, PE. and Salden, D.R. (2002) DNA
sequence analysis of a North Pacific humpback whale

(Megaptera novaeangliae) placenta. Canadian Journal of Zoology
6: 1141-1144. http://dx.doi.org/l().l 139/202-079

Martins, C. C. A., Morete, M. E., Engel, M. H., Freitas, A.
C., Secchi, E. R. and Kinas, 2 G. (2001) Aspects of habitat
use patterns of humpback whales in the Abrolhos Bank, Brazil,
breeding ground. Memoirs of the Queensland Museum 2: 83-90.

Mills, J.G. and Mills, ].E. (1979) Observations of a gray whale
birth. Bulletin of the Southern California Academy of Sciences
78:192-196.

Naughton, J.J. (1997) Winter breeding habitat characteristics of
the humpback whale. /z: Payne, R.M.P, Philips, B. and Nitta,
E.T.C. (Eds.) Report of the Workshop to Assess Research and
Other Needs and Oportunities Related to Humpback Whale
Management in the Hawaiian Islands, Maui, p. 56-59. US
Department of Commerce, NOAA Technical Memorandum
NMEFS-OPR-11, [Available from http://www.ntis.gov].

Rasmussen, K., Palacios, D.M., Calambokidis, J., Saborio,
M.T., Dalla Rosa, L., Secchi, E.R., Steiger, G.H., Allen, J.M.
and Stone, G.S. (2007) Southern Hemisphere humpback
whales wintering off Central America: Insights from water
temperature into the longest mammalian migration. Biology
Letters 3 (3): 302. http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2007.0067

Scheidat, M., Castro, C., Denkinger, J. Gonzdlez, J. and
Adelung, D. (2000) A breeding area for humpback whale
(Megaptera novaeangliae) off Ecuador. Journal of Cetacean
Research and Management 2:165-171.

di Sciara, G. N., Barbaccia, G. and Azzellino, A. (1997) Birth at
sea of a false killer whale, Pseudorca crassidens. Marine Mammal
Science 13:508-511.

Whitehead, H. and Moore, M.]. (1982). Distribution and
movements of west Indian humpback whales in winter.
Canadian Journal of Zoology 60:2203-2211.
htep://dx.doi.org/10.1139/282-282

Weilgart, L.S. and Whitehead, H. (1986) Observations of a
sperm whale (Physeter catodon) birth. Journal of Mammalogy
67:399-401. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/1380896

163



