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ABSTRACT

This paper reports on the occurrence of southern right whales (Eubalaena australis) in southeastern Brazilian waters (18°S-25°S), with
evidence of their use of the region as an important calving area. Only in recent years have right whale sightings and strandings been reported
regularly within the surveyed area. Of 71 distinct sightings reported since 1936, 39 (54.9%) were mother-calf pairs observed close to the
shore. Most of these sightings (91.5%) were reported from early July to late October. Eight confirmed strandings of this species were
observed within the surveyed area, six of which were between July and October. Stranded calves represented 62.5% of these records. Two
calves showed evidence of incidental capture. The increasing number of sightings, and recent reports of stranded calves and one adult
female could be indicative of an increase in cetacean research efforts in the region. However, it also suggests use of the southeastern
Brazilian coast as an important right whale calving area.
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INTRODUCTION

Southern right whales (Eubalaena australis) have typically
been observed in every ocean from about 20°S to 50°S
(Cummings, 1985). Along the western South Atlantic,
wintering southern right whales have been reported in
Argentina (Omura, 1986; Whitehead et al., 1986; Payne
et al., 1990), Uruguay (Townsend, 1935) and southern,
southeastern and northeastern Brazilian coastal waters
(Carvalho, 1938; Castello and Pinedo, 1979; Câmara and
Palazzo Jr., 1986; Secchi, 1990; Simões-Lopes et al., 1992;
Greig et al., 1994; Lodi et al., 1996).

Historical documents provide some information on this
species’ distribution and exploitation along the Brazilian
coast (e.g. Townsend, 1935; Ellis, 1969). Despite being
protected by an international agreement since 1935, direct
captures occurred along the coast of Santa Catarina state
(27°S) until 1973 (Palazzo and Carter, 1983).

Little is known about this species in Brazilian waters.
Systematic surveys to study right whales are lacking in most
parts of their range. Most of the available data were obtained
through occasional sightings and strandings along the
southern Brazilian coast (25°S-34°S). In the last 20 years,
right whales have occasionally been reported in southeastern
Brazil (18°S-25°S).

This paper reviews the occurrence of southern right
whales along the southeastern Brazilian coast in recent
decades and presents evidence that this region is an
important calving area for right whales.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study area in southeastern Brazil includes São Paulo
(SP), Rio de Janeiro (RJ) and Espírito Santo (ES) states (Fig.
1). This area is characterised by a great number of shallow

bays and inlets with calm waters along ca 1,940km of
coastline (Diretoria de Hidrografia e Navegação, 1966).

Data have been compiled from scientific literature
(Carvalho, 1938; Sawaya, 1938; Ellis, 1969; Moreira et al.,
1994; Capistrano et al., 1996; Lodi et al., 1996; Zampirolli
et al., 1998; Azevedo et al., 1999; Di Beneditto and Ramos,
1999), media files (Folha de São Paulo and A Tribuna de
Santos) and visits to museums and other institutions (Museu
de Zoologia da Universidade de São Paulo, Museu Nacional
do Rio de Janeiro, Museu do Mar de Santos and Museu do
Instituto de Pesca de Santos) that keep osteological material
and/or photographs, to ensure species identification.
Unpublished data from occasional sightings and dedicated
observation surveys have also been included. Dedicated
surveys have been carried out in Atafona (RJ) since 1993, in
Campos Basin (RJ) since August 1998 and in Arraial do
Cabo (RJ) since July 1999.

A ‘sighting’ refers to an observation of a right whale
individual or group at a known position within the surveyed
area.

RESULTS

Sightings
Right whale sightings presented here cover the period
between 1936 and 1999. Some of these sightings may be
duplicates. The compiled data comprises 71 sightings
(n = 135 whales) made in the coastal waters of São Paulo
(n = 17), Rio de Janeiro (n = 51) and Espírito Santo (n = 3).
The majority of the reported sightings (91.5%) were
concentrated in the four-month period between July and
October (Table 1). Since 1981, right whale sightings have
been reported within the study area in every year except
1987, 1990, 1994 and 1997. Mother-calf pair observations
represent 57.1% of all sightings.
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Strandings
Only eight strandings have been reported from the
southeastern Brazilian coast: six in São Paulo and two in Rio
de Janeiro (Table 2). Five of the stranded right whales were
calves, one was a juvenile (Fig. 2) and the other two were
adults. The two stranded whales examined from Rio de
Janeiro showed evidence of net entrapment; however, for the
other specimens the cause of death remains unknown.
Umbilical cord remains were observed with a dead calf
stranded at São Sebastião.

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The relatively high percentage of mother-calf pair sightings
(54.9%) and strandings of calves (including one dead calf
with umbilical cord remains), provide evidence of the
possible use of southeastern Brazilian coastal waters by right
whales as a calving area. Ellis (1969) described whales,
mainly mother-calf pairs, using shallow bays and inlets
during rough sea conditions. Females with calves may come
closer to the shore in higher proportions than single
individuals or multiple adult groups. If so, this would mean
that mother-calf pairs might be over-represented in our
sample. Sightings effort must be expanded to include
offshore waters to determine if this is the case.

Historical documents and published literature reveal that
right whales were found along the southeastern Brazilian
coast in the past. Depletion of the species is known to have

occurred in Brazilian waters over the last four centuries
(IWC, 2001). Scientific studies of right whales in Brazil only
began in the 1980s and sighting effort in coastal waters has
not been uniform. Dedicated surveys have only been
conducted in Santa Catarina in the last decade and in Rio de
Janeiro in recent years. Data collected since then suggest that
the population is increasing (Pinedo, 1984; Câmara and
Palazzo Jr., 1986). The data presented here suggest that right
whales are reoccupying areas along the southeastern
Brazilian coast which they inhabited prior to their
exploitation. It is clear that interpretation of possible trends
is confounded by the increase in research effort. Further
systematic research is required before firm conclusions on
movement, distribution and population parameters can be
drawn. 

As in other areas of the world, right whales face several
potential threats along the southeastern Brazilian coast.
Gillnets are used in coastal areas and may be an important
cause of mortality, as suggested by some of the strandings

Fig. 1. Brazilian southeastern coast in detail showing the exact points where southern right whales strandings were reported from 1936-1998. A total
of 71 confirmed sightings have been reported since 1936 from Cananéia (SP) to Vitória (ES). The majority of sightings were observed in coastal
waters between Ubatuba (SP) and Atafona (RJ).
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and reports by Capistrano et al. (1996) and Lodi et al.
(1996). In addition, there are several major ports (e.g.
Santos, São Sebastião, Angra dos Reis, Rio de Janeiro and
Vitória) within this area and vessel traffic is intense. Thus, as
the right whale population grows and reoccupies its historic
range, collisions with ships (and incidental catches) may
increase and threaten recovery. A further potential threat
arises out of uncontrolled approaches by bathers, divers and
whalewatching vessels. These concerns reinforce the need
for adequate educational programmes in southeastern Brazil,
directed towards fishermen, tourists and public institutions
such as lifeguard offices and environmental organisations.
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