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SUMMER SIGHTINGS OF DWARF MINKE WHALES (BALAENOPTERA
ACUTOROSTRATA) OFF THE EASTERN COAST OF RIO DE JANEIRO STATE, BRAZIL
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Abstract  Twenty-two sightings of dwarf minke whales were made during shore-based surveys for cetaceans conducted from
the Pontal do Atalaia headland, Arraial do Cabo, southeastern Brazil, in january 2001. Whales were observed associated with
brown boobies, kelp gulls and terns, in apparent feeding behaviour. the white patch on the flippers and shoulder was clearly
visible on most whales as the majority of the sightings were made in close proximity to land. the nutrient rich waters of the cabo
frio upwelling ecosystem seem to provide a constant food supply for whales and dolphins.
Resumo  Foram reunidas 22 avistagens da baleia-minke-anã a partir de observações de ponto fixo conduzidas em Arraial do
Cabo, Sudeste do Brasil, em janeiro de 2001. As baleias encontravam-se associadas com atobás, gaivotões e trinta-réis em aparente
comportamento alimentar. As características manchas brancas nas peitorais e ombros foi claramente visível na maioria das
baleias uma vez que as avistagens foram realizadas nas proximidades do Pontal do Atalaia. As águas ricas em nutrientes da
ressurgência de Cabo Frio parecem fornecer um aporte de alimentos constante para baleias e golfinhos.
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Introduction
The distribution of the dwarf minke whale (Balaenoptera
acutorostrata) in low latitudes extends as far north as 11°S
in the Pacific Ocean (Arnold et al., 1987). They have been
observed off Australia, New Caledonia and New Zealand
(e.g. Baker, 1983; Arnold et al., 1987; Arnold, 1997). In
Australia, dwarf minkes were recorded from June to
December, with peaks in July and August (Arnold et al.,
1987). In the Indian Ocean, dwarf minke whales have been
reported along the coast of South Africa from April to
August, but 92% of the captures took place in the first half
of the whaling season (April to June) (Best, 1985). They
are also found up to 7°S along the eastern coast of South
America (da Rocha and Braga, 1982), and are relatively
common in Brazil, Uruguay and Argentina (Baldas and
Castello, 1986; Zerbini et al., 1996; 1997). Occurrences in
Brazil have been observed throughout the year except in
March, with peaks in June to September (Zerbini et al.,
1996; 1997). Previous records of dwarf minke whales along
the Brazilian coast were based on strandings, incidental,
and direct catches, with only a few reliable sightings being
available to date.
During a long term monitoring program of the migration
of whales along southeastern Brazil, we had the opportunity
to record 22 sightings of dwarf minke whales during the
2001 austral summer. We report the behaviour, movements,
possible feeding events and associations with seabirds in
relation to the presence of dwarf minke whales.
Material and methods
A long term monitoring program of the migration of
humpback (Megaptera novaeangliae) and southern right
whales (Eubalaena australis) was initiated in August 1998
using boat and, subsequently, shore-based surveys. The
latter were made from the top of the 74m high Pontal do

Atalaia, a prominent headland located on the eastern coast
of Rio de Janeiro state, Brazil (Fig.1). Daily sightings of
whales and dolphins were recorded from 05:30AM to
06:30PM using reticule binoculars (TASCO OffShore 54S)
and a spotting scope (Bushnell Spacemaster WA
22x67mm). Wind direction, weather and sea conditions
(Beaufort) were also recorded during all hours of
observation. For each sighting the radial angle and reticule
reading were recorded, together with the species
identification and an estimate of the school size, as well as
a description of any observed behaviours. The presence of
seabirds associated with each sighting, as well as the
seabird species involved, were also noted.
The reticule readings associated with each sighting were
later converted to radial distances following Lerczak and
Hobbs (1998a,b). These radial distances, combined with
the radial angles, were then used to calculate the
approximate position of each sighting using standard
geometry. Although the curvature of the earth was not
taken into account when calculating these positions, this
effect was likely negligible as radial distances were usually
small (ranging from 0.76 to 4.11 nautical miles (nm), with
mean 1.61nm). This is supported by the fact that radial
distances obtained according to the standard conversion
method (Buckland et al., 2001), which does not take the
curvature of the earth into account, did not differ by more
than 0.01nm from radial distances obtained when
accounting for the curvature of the earth. No reticule
readings were taken from sightings made on January 8,
and from two sightings made on January 15; therefore their
geographic positions were not computed.
Results
Twenty-two sightings of dwarf minke whales were made
from the headland of Pontal do Atalaia from 8-17 January
2001 (Table 1). It is possible that the sightings might have
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Figure 1. Dwarf minke whale sighting locations off Arraial do Cabo, eastern Rio de Janeiro state, Brazil.

Table 1. Summer sightings of dwarf minke whales off Arraial do Cabo, Brazil, 8-17 January 2001.

Date

Observation Observation Group
start
end
size

303

--

--

15:21

15:58

1

brown boobies

--

319

--

--

Jan. 8

16:37

17:04

2

brown boobies

--

308

--

--

1

brown boobies
and terns

--

311

--

--

brown boobies

--

--

Jan. 8

18:07

18:28

2

Jan. 10

11:46

11:55

1

Jan. 10

14:20

15:00

2

Jan. 10

16:18

16:26

1

17:35

1

brown boobies
brown boobies
and kelp gull

--

Longitude

Jan. 8

17:45

brown boobies

Latitude

14:06

17:19

1

Radial
Angle
distance (nm)

Jan. 8

Jan. 8

15:01

Associations
with seabirds

--

309

1.12

221

23°01'21S 042º0217W

3.43

212

23°0511S

042° 0428W

1.90

228

23°0209S

042° 0339W

0.76

228

22°0045S

042° 0157W

Jan. 10

16:52

Jan. 10

18:22

18:45

2

2.59

239

23°0216S

042° 0517W

Jan. 11

05:44

07:15

1

1.24

208

23°0150S

042° 0159W

Jan. 12

07:07

08:19

1

Jan. 12

14:50

15:20

1

4.11

193

23°0713S

042°0241W

brown boobies

1.24

227

23º0122S

042° 0239W

1.61

215

23°0215S

042°0241W

brown boobies

1.50

168

23º0231'S 042° 0011W

Jan. 12

15:55

17:00

1

Jan.13

06:09

06:26

1

Jan. 13

06:45

07:12

1

1.41

181

23°0224S

042°0052W

Jan. 14

12:30

12:57

1

0.85

233

23º0045S

042°0211W

0.82

212

23º0105S

042°0141W

--

298

--

--

--

--

Jan. 14

13:43

14:10

1

Jan. 15

08:56

10:00

1

brown boobies

Jan. 15

10:25

11:40

1

brown boobies

Jan. 15

14:40

14:50

1

Jan. 17

15:34

15:50

1

brown boobies

--

305

0.82

233

23º0112 S 042°0046W

0.76

178

23º0112 S 042°0046W
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corresponded to the same group of (1-2) individuals. Most
sightings were made in excellent to good weather
conditions, with sea state varying between Beaufort 1-3
and prevailing northeasterly winds. Group size varied
between one to two whales; no calves were observed. All
sightings were located well into the continental shelf, in
waters less than 200m deep. Sea surface temperature
ranged from 13°C to 27°C (Instituto de Estudos do Mar
Almirante Paulo Moreira/IEAPM, Praia dos Anjos, Arraial
do Cabo, RJ 28930-000, Brazil, unpublished data). The
identification of dwarf minke whales was based on their
small body size relative to that of other whales commonly
seen in the region (e.g. Brydes whales), and external
coloration (the conspicuous white shoulder patch and
white coloration at the base of the flipper; Best, 1985;
Arnold et al., 1987). It was noticed, at least in some
occasions, that the whales presented a white shoulder
patch and white pigmentation on the flippers. In addition,
dwarf minke whales occur closer inshore than ordinary
minke whales in waters off South Africa and off Brazil (e.g.
Best, 1985; Zerbini et al., 1997; 2000).
Dwarf minke whales were observed in possible foraging
behaviour on at least 12 (54%) of the sightings. On such
occasions whales were associated with brown boobies (Sula
leucogaster), and less frequently with kelp gulls (Larus
dominicanus) and terns (possibly Sterna eurygnatha, S.
hirundinacea, S. hirundo or S. maxima). The attributed feeding
behaviour was connected to the presence of large numbers
of these seabirds actively catching prey, possibly Brazilian
sardines (Sardinella brasiliensis) and/or euphausiids. On
other 14 occasions dwarf minke whales were observed
moving erratically in different directions. This behaviour is
possibly associated with search for prey aggregations or
avoidance of boats. The presence of whales, dolphins and/
or seabirds usually attracts fishing boats as well as tour
(whale-watching) boats. In general dwarf minke whales
avoided the presence of boats, moving to other areas nearby.

constitute a major part of the food of minke whales in
the northern hemisphere (e.g. Mitchell, 1975; Jonsgård,
1982; Sigurjónsson et al., 2000). The region of Arraial do
Cabo is strongly influenced in the summer by the socalled Cabo Frio upwelling ecosystem, a nutrient rich
water mass generated by the continuous penetration of
deep South Atlantic Central Water (Valentin, 2000). Fish
and squid are abundant in the region throughout the year,
supporting a substantial local fishery (Costa et al., 1990;
Fagundes-Netto and Gaelzer, 1991; Haimovici and Perez,
1991; Costa and Fernandes, 1993; Valentin, 2000). At least
29 species of cetaceans are known to occur in these waters,
including some that are clearly associated with these
enriched waters, such as long-beaked common dolphins
(Delphinus capensis) and Atlantic spotted dolphins
(Stenella frontalis) (Siciliano et al., 2001). It is possible that
dwarf minke whales are also taking advantage of the
productive upwelling waters off Arraial do Cabo.
Despite continuous survey effort at Arraial do Cabo
throughout and beyond the austral summer months over
the years 1999-2001, dwarf minke whales have only been
sighted over a 10-day period in January 2001. Additional
sightings at nearby Bacia de Campos have also been
reported during April 1995 (reported in Zerbini et al.,
1997), indicating the possibility that some dwarf minke
whales present a wide spatial and temporal use of coastal
habitats off Brazil. However, dedicated surveys, covering
wider spatial and temporal scales, are required to confirm
this hypothesis.

Discussion
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