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The Clymene dolphin, Stenella clymene (Gray, 1846), 
rediscovered as a species in 1981 (Perrin et al.,1981) and also 
known as the short-snouted spinner dolphin, is currently 
classified as “Least concern” according to the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (Jefferson and Braulik, 
2018). The Clymene dolphin is distributed in tropical 
and temperate waters of the Atlantic Ocean, including the 
Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico (Perrin et al., 1981; 
Perrin and Mead 1994; Fertl et al., 2003; Jefferson, 2009). 
This species and the Atlantic spotted dolphin (Stenella 
frontalis) are the only two stenellids endemic to the Atlantic 
Ocean. Currently, very little is known about S. clymene (Pis-
Millán et al., 2019) and there are only a few reported in the 
Caribbean Sea (Fertl et al., 2003). In this note, we present the 
first stranding record of Clymene dolphin on the Venezuelan 
coast, confirming the presence of this species in Venezuela 
and the southern Caribbean Sea.

On 25 May 2009, a small cetacean was sighted at Lake 
Maracaibo presenting erratic swimming, poor buoyancy, 
muscle spasms and a permanent lean to the right side. The 
animal stranded alive at the mouth of the Lake Maracaibo, 
southeastern Gulf of Venezuela in the Almirante Padilla 
municipality of Zulia state (10˚59ˈ57.18 ̎ N 71˚36ˈ50.13 ̎ W, 
Figure 1), but died on the beach. The stranding was attended 
by students from the University of Zulia, the Cetacean 

 

Research Center (CIC) western unit, officials from Instituto 
para el Control y la Conservación del Lago de Maracaibo 
(ICLAM), the National Institute of Agricultural Research 
(INIA), and the State government.

The carcass was transferred to a facility at University of 
Zulia, where a necropsy was performed. Body coloration 
pattern was consistent with that previously described for a 

Figure 1. Location of live stranding event of a Clymene 
dolphin (black triangle), in the Gulf of Venezuela, Bajo de 
San Bernardo, Zulia State.
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Clymene dolphin: a dark gray layer that dips under the eye 
and the dorsal fin, a light gray band along the flanks, and 
a white ventral zone. The eye was surrounded by a black 
coloration. The lower jaw was white. The tip of the snout was 
black, with a dark strip on the upper side that extended from 
the tip to the apex of the melon, accentuated in the center of 
the snout, like a “moustache”, diagnostic feature for the species 
(Perrin et al., 1981; Jefferson 2018) (Figure 2A). Genital 
area examination revealed it was a female. Morphometric 
measurements were taken according to Norris (1961) (Table 
1), and total length (197cm) was within the range described 
for adults of that species (190-197cm) (Jefferson, 2018) 
(Table 1). The tooth counts resulted as follows: right jaw 42, 
left jaw 42, right maxilla 38, and left maxilla 38. The external 
examination revealed no wounds or lacerations indicative of 
anthropogenic interaction. However, an ulcerative wound of 
unknown origin was present on the upper part of the snout 
(Figure 2B). Small radial lesions (2 cm) of unknown origin 
were observed in different parts of the body.

 

Figure 2B. An ulcerative wound of unknown origin on 
the superior part of the snout of Clymene dolphin

Internal examination revealed the main stomach with 
a very pale and slightly thickened mucosa, and the second 
diverticulum with a thickened mucosa with hyperemic areas. 
The small intestine contained gas and areas with narrowed 
intestinal lumen. The large intestine showed turgid walls with 
liquid stool inside. The cardiovascular system, liver, kidneys, 
ovaries, uterus, and eyes appeared normal, without noticeable 
injury. All samples (heart, stomach, pancreas, small intestine, 
lymph nodes, and kidneys) analyzed for pathology presented 
normal histology. Lungs showed dilated and congestive 
vessels. The general pathological diagnosis was an acute, 
diffuse, mild pulmonary congestion, thus respiratory failure 
was determined as the cause of death.

This species has been mostly recorded in the Gulf of 
Mexico (Jefferson, 1995; Davis and Fargion, 1996; Mullin 
and Fulling, 2006; Maze-Foley and Mullin, 2007), the 
Atlantic coast of the United States (Mullin and Fulling, 
2003), and the Brazilian coast of South America (Moreno 
et al., 2005), with at least 200 records reported (Fertl et al., 
2003). Recently, the species was recorded in European waters 
for the first time (Pis-Millán et al., 2019). The geographically 
closest known record to Venezuela for S. clymene is a female 
individual collected on Carriacou, to the north of Grenada, 
some 1100 km away (12˚25ˈ25.64ˈ̍N, 61˚25ˈ51.27ˈ̍W) 
(specimen BMNH 239115) (Perrin et al.,1981; Fertl et al., 
2003).

A previous case of misidentification involved a dead 
specimen incidentally captured on the eastern coast of 
Venezuela, originally identified as Clymene dolphin1 (Romero 
et al., 2001). The skull, deposited in the Estación Biológica 

Figure 2A. Stenella clymene with the color morphology 
patterns described for the species. 

Table 1. External measurements of Stenella clymene, 
according to Norris (1961)

1Agudo, I. (1990) Preliminary report on death of cetaceans in gillnets in 
northeastern Venezuelan waters. Page 1 in Abstracts, Symposium on Mortality 
of Cetaceans in Passive Fishing Nets and Traps, 20–21 October 1990, La Jolla, 
California.

 Measurement cm

Total length  197

Tip of  jaw to the anterior insertion of the pectoral fin 46

Tip of  upper jaw to the center of eye 31

Tip of upper jaw to the corner of the mouth 26,5

Tip of upper jaw to the apex of the melon 11

Width of dorsal fin  26

Height of dorsal fin  17,5

Width of caudal lobes  11

Tip of upper jaw to center of blowhole 32
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Rancho Grande Museum under the code 16887, was later 
re-examined. Given an average tooth count of 52 teeth per 
dental series2, which is outside the known range for S. clymene 
(38-49) (Perrin et al., 1981), the individual was reidentified as 
a spinner dolphin (S. longirostris)2.

Similarities in color pattern and body and skull 
morphology cause recurring confusion between S. clymene and 
other species of the genus (S. longirostris and S. coeruloalba) 
(Perrin et al., 1981; Jefferson, 2009). Recent genetic evidence 
indicates the origin of S. clymene from a natural hybridization 
between a male S. longirostris and a female S. coeruleoalba, 
which is also supported by morphological characteristics 
(Amaral et al., 2014).

In the case of the individual stranded in south east of 
the Gulf of Venezuela, a thorough analysis of the distinctive 
rostrum and body color pattern, as well as tooth counts of 
the maxillary and mandibular rami, were consistent with S. 
clymene description (Jefferson, 1996). Consultations were 
also made with specialists, who confirmed the identification 
of this individual.

It is important to highlight that the stranding occurred in 
a shallow zone. The maximum depth in the northern Gulf of 
Venezuela is 55 m, and on the southwestern coast (Ensenada 
de Calabozo), depths do not exceed 20 m (Rodríguez, 2000). 
Considering the oceanic habits of the species, its preference 
for depth water ranging between 437 and 5000 m (Fertl et 
al., 2003; Weir et al., 2014; Jefferson and Braulik, 2018), it is 
likely that currents carried the animal toward shallow waters.

This is the first record of the of Stenella clymene in 
Venezuela and the Southern Caribbean. The event confirms 
the importance and scientific value of stranding records in 
providing relevant biological and ecological data on cetaceans 
as well as on their distribution.
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