INTRODUCTION TO MARINE MAMMALS
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Order CETACEA — Whales and Dolphins
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The order Cetacea is composed of about 90 species worldwide. They evolved
from an early form of terrestrial mammals and spend their entire lives at sea.
Cetaceans have nostrils (blowholes) situated on the top of their head to breathe
while swimming. They are represented by the toothed carnivorous whales and
the toothless, filter-feeding whales.

Toothless whales are known as Baleen whales because of the rows of flexible,
fibrous plates (named baleen) that hang from their upper jaws. Baleen whales
feed by taking a big mouthful of water and pressing it out through the baleen
bristles, thus filtering off small invertebrates and very small fishes. All baleen
whales have a blowhole with two openings.

Toothed whales, constitute roughly 80% of all whales, have teeth adapted for
a diet made up of cephalopods (squids) and small pelagic schooling fishes.
They use their teeth to capture and hold prey and then swallow it whole.
Toothed whales have a blowhole with a single opening. “Dolphin” is a common
term that designates smaller size toothed whales of less than 4 to 5 m length,
while larger ones are commonly referred to as “whales”. All dolphins have a
distinctive snout and most of them travel in herds.

Whales are long lived mammals with a low reproductive rate. They were
once common in all oceans but human activities have heavily impacted many
populations causing a dramatic decline and bringing some species to the brink
of extinction. The most common threats are overhunting, accidental killing by
entanglement in drift nets or collision with boat propellers and, in some areas,
deliberate killing resulting from human competition over resources. They are
also killed illegally in some areas for consumption. Whales are sometimes
found stranded on the beach, a phenomenon not very well understood by
scientists. Cetaceans are protected by international agreements.

Ten species are found regularly and are considered residentin the Mediterranean
while other species are observed occasionally as visitors or vagrant individuals
from North Atlantic or Red Sea populations (ACCOBAMS, May 2009). The
most common whales in the area are presented here.
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TECHNICAL TERMS AND MEASUREMENTS coalially 4 clalhadl ‘
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Suborder MYSTICETI - Baleen whales
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Suborder ODONTOCETI - Toothed whales and Dolphins
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FAO names: En — Fin whale; Fr — Rorqual commun; Sp — Rocual comun;

BALAENOPTERIDAE Balaenoptera physalus (Linnaeus, 1758) ‘:'l:"‘JSJGJ‘
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Size: From 15to 19 m TL (24 m TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, living offshore, mainly in deep waters (400 to
2 500 m) but can occur close to shore. Viviparous. Found usually solitary, by
pairs or few individuals. Diet composed mainly of small crustaceans (krill) and
small fishes.

Importance to fisheries: None. Some mortality is caused by ship collisions
and incidental entanglement in fishing gear.

Distribution: Mediterranean, mainly in western and central parts, occasional
to rare elsewhere. A resident distinct subpopulation of about 10 000 mature
individuals exist in the Mediterranean. Worldwide distribution. Endangered
worldwide.
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DELPHINIDAE

FAO names: En — Common dolphin; Fr — Dauphin commun; Sp — Delfin comun;

Delphinus delphis Linnaeus, 1758
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Size: From 1.8t0o 2 m TL (2.2 m TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, living offshore and in coastal waters. Viviparous.
Typically found in large groups of many individuals, sometimes mixed with
other dolphin species. Feeds mainly on sardines, anchovies and squids.

Importance to fisheries: None. Occasional bycatch in entangling nets,
particularly driftnets. Adversely affected by overfishing.

Distribution: Mediterranean, occasional to rare in area. Tropical to temperate
waters of the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.
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DELPHINIDAE Globicephala melas (Traill, 1809) Claialal)
FAO names: En — Long-finned pilot whale; Fr — Globicéphale commun; Sp — Calderén comun; u_j)j\ S omls — Ar

Size: From5to 6 m TL (7.6 m TL).

2 7.6 2850 6-5 Il Jshll ranal)

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, living offshore, often over continental slope. Losas aalgis Gl el jaaiall 58 Llle (L LLEN e Tasms Gy 2D 1Bl ale g Jigall
Found generally between 500 and 2 500 m. Viviparous. Highly social species. Sle Ulaly Ul e oty oy selaial é,; sl sie 2 560; 500 o Guel e

Feeds on squids and sometimes pelagic fishes.

Importance to fisheries: None. Occurs rarely as bycatch in entangling nets,

mainly pelagic driftnets.

Distribution: Northwestern Mediterranean. Occasional to rare in area. No
confirmed records from the eastern Mediterranean. Widely distributed in most

oceans.
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DELPHINIDAE

Grampus griseus (Cuvier, 1812)

FAO names: En — Risso’s dolphin; Fr — Grampus; Sp — Delfin de Risso;
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Size: From 2.5t0 3.5 m TL (4.3 m TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, living offshore, mainly over continental
slope with submarine canyons. Viviparous. Often in groups of up to 5 to
100 individuals of variable sizes. Feeds on crustaceans and cephalopods,
mainly squids.

Importance to fisheries: None. Occasional bycatch in entangling nets
(mainly driftnets) and longlines.

Distribution: Mediterranean, occasional to rare in area. Distributed
worldwide in temperate and tropical waters.
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DELPHINIDAE

Stenella coeruleoalba (Meyen, 1833)

FAO names: En — Striped dolphin; Fr — Dauphin bleu et blanc; Sp — Estenela listada;
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Size: From 1.7to 2 m TL (2.7 m TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, living offshore but found occasionally in coastal
waters. Viviparous. Typically found in large groups of many individuals. Feeds
mainly on cephalopods and pelagic fishes.

Importance to fisheries: None. Occasional bycatch in pelagic drifnets,
entangling nets and rarely in purse seines. Sold illegally forhuman consumption
or sometimes simply slaughtered in some areas.

Distribution: Mediterranean, common to occasional in area. Temperate and
subtropical waters of all oceans.
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DELPHINIDAE

FAO names: En — Bottlenose dolphin; Fr — Grand dauphin; Sp — Tursion;

Tursiops truncatus (Montagu, 1821)

sl

o»S (b _ Ar

Size: From2.5t03.5m TL (4 m TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, mainly coastal but can be found in offshore
waters near the continental slope. Viviparous. Groups range from 7 to 35
individuals. The species has a clear preference for demersal preys and follows
sometimes trawlers or takes fishes from entangling nets.

Importance to fisheries: None. Occasional bycatch of entangling nets, seines
and longlines. Sold illegally for human consumption or simply slaughtered in
some areas.

Distribution: Mediterranean. Common to occasional in area. Tropical and
temperate waters of all oceans.
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PHYSETERIDAE

FAO names: En — Sperm whale; Fr — Cachalot; Sp — Cachalote;

Physeter macrocephalus Linnaeus, 1758
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Size: From 12to 18 m TL (21 m TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, living offshore over continental slope, often
deeper than 1 000 m. Viviparous. Forms social units composed of up to 10
to 12 females and juveniles while adult males are solitary. Feeds on pelagic
cephalopods.

Importance to fisheries: None. Severely impacted by pelagic driftnets. Other
threats are entangling nets, longlines, ship collisions or deliberate shooting.

Distribution: Mediterranean, occasional to rare in area. Less than 2 500
mature individuals exist in the Mediterranean. Tropical and subtropical waters
of all oceans. Vulnerable in the Mediterranean.
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ZIPHIIDAE

Ziphius cavirostris Cuvier, 1823

FAO names: En — Cuvier’s beaked whale; Fr — Ziphius; Sp — Zifio de Cuvier;
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Size: From5to 6 m TL (7.6 m TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, offshore, preferring deep slopes and
submarine canyons. Viviparous. Typically found solitary or by pairs, rarely
more. Recorded up to 2 600 m depth. Feeds mainly on pelagic squids, rarely
fishes and crustaceans.

Importance to fisheries: None. Occasional bycatch of entangling nets, mainly
driftnets. The species seems to be affected by underwater sounds (sonar
and seismic operations). Other threats are entangling nets and deliberate
shooting.

Distribution: Mediterranean, rare in area. Worldwide distribution.
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] Order CARNIVORA — Pinnipeds Seals

Ja ) cildie 5 Ll - anl gll) 4

Pinnipeds (order Pinnipedia) are composed of seals, sea lions and walruses
all of which constitute about 35 species worldwide. They have evolved from
terrestrial mammalian carnivores and are well adapted to life in the water but,
unlike cetaceans, they rest and breed on land. Pinnipeds are known to live in
cold water and are all predators, feeding mostly on squids and fishes.

All seals have paddle-shaped flippers for swimming and diving and are
distinguished from sea lions by the absence of external ears and by having
rear flippers that cannot be moved forward on land. They move by pulling their
bodies along using their front flippers.

Only a single species, the Mediterranean monk seal is found in the Mediterranean.
Unlike most seals, monk seals live in warmer regions. The Mediterranean and
Hawaiian monk seals are now endangered due to loss of habitat, tourism
activities, decrease of fish stock, drowning in nets and deliberate killings. A
third species, the Caribbean monk seal disappeared in the early 1950s. The
Mediterranean monk seal is protected by international agreements.

TECHNICAL TERMS AND MEASUREMENTS
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PHOCIDAE

FAO names: En — Mediterranean monk seal; Fr — Phoque-moine de Méditerranée; Sp — Foca monje del Mediterraneo;

Monachus monachus (Hermann, 1779)
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Size: From 1.5t0 2.4 m TL (3 m TL).

Habitat and biology: Coastal sedentary species surviving hiding and puping
in some remote caves. First maturity at about 5 to 6 years. Feeds essentially
on fishes and octopuses.

Importance to fisheries: None. Incidental capture in entangling nets. Hunted
illegally or deliberately killed in some areas.

Distribution: Mainly in Greek and Turkish Aegean sea. Occasional to very
rare in Cyprus, Turkey, Lybia, Algeria, Morocco, Mauritania, Madeira. Isolated
solitary individuals sometimes reported elsewhere in area. Population
estimated to be of only few hundreds individuals but was once very common
throughout most of the Mediterranean and Black Sea. Critically endangered
worldwide.
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