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Abstract

The finding of a fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus) on the coast of Cayo Francés, Sabana-
Camagiiey archipelago, is presented. This stranding is the first record for the species in the
northern coast of Cuba, and the second documented in the country.

Keywords: stranding, baleen whales, fin whale, Cuba.

Se presenta el hallazgo de un rorcual comtn (Balaenoptera physalus) en el litoral de Cayo
Francés, archipiélago Sabana-Camagiey. Este varamiento constituye el primer registro
confirmado de esta especie en la costa norte de Cuba, y el segundo documentado para el
pais.

Palabras clave: varamientos, ballenas, rorcual, Cuba.

Introduction

Baleen whales (Cetacea: Mysticeti) are not frequently found in Cuban waters.
Only three out of 10 species, with primary or secondary range in the Atlantic
Ocean, have been identified in the archipelago, either as sightings, capture or
strandings (Blanco, 2008; Whitt ez a/., 2011). The most commonly identified
has been the humpback whale (Megaprera novaeangliae), with records in both,
the northern and southern coasts of Cuba. The other identified species (B. physa-
lus and B. edeni/brydei/borealis?) have been cited only for the southern coast
(Whitt ez al., 2011).

The only previous confirmed record for a fin whale (B. physalus) was in Boca de
Galafre, on the southern coast of Pinar del Rio, in 1989 (Lima, 1989). The purpose
of this scientific note is to document a new stranding for this species, and the first
one in the northern coast of Cuba.
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STRANDING OF A FIN WHALE IN CUBA

Methods

Stranding zone

On February 6, 2022, the carcass of a cetacean was
detected by direct observation southwest of Cayo
Francés (22.63134° N, 79.21407° W). The body was
found stranded at 80 cm depth, in a sediment accumu-
lation area, adjacent to a mangrove forest.

Cayo Francés is located in the north-central coast of
Cuba. The area is part of the Sabana-Camagiiey archi-
pelago, and close to the northern limits of the country's
territorial waters, with high connectivity to the deep

outer waters of the Old Bahama Channel (Fig. 1).

Herniandez-Albernas o Hclgucra Pedraza

Data analysis

Direct morphometric measurements using a tape-mea-
sure were made. We used the key to identification of
cetacean based on external appearance by Jefferson ez

al. (2008). The taxonomic validation was consulted in
WoRMS Editorial Board (2022).

Results
The stranded individual (Fig. 2) was identified as a
young male, belonging to:
Phylum Chordata
Subphylum Vertebrata
Class Mammalia
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Fig. 1. Geographical location of the stranded fin whale (B. physalus) recorded in Cayo Francés.
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Fig. 2. Stranded fin whale carcass in Cayo Francés.

Order Cetartiodactyla
Infraorder Cetacea
Superfamily Mysticeti
Family Balaenopteridae
Genus Balaenoptera
Specie Balaenoptera physalus (Linnaeus, 1758)

Some of the features leading to the identification of
this species were the presence of ventral pleat, exten-
ding beyond the navel and the lack of knobs in the head
(Jefferson et al., 2008). However, the most distinctive
feature was the dark color of the left lower jaw and the
while color of the right jaw, observed from the ventral
view (Fig 3). The body coloration of fin whale is black or
dark gray above and on the sides, shading to white below
(Jefferson et al., 2008). It is distinctive for the species the
asymmetric pigmentation of the cephalic region (like
that observed in our specimen) with the left lower jaw
mostly dark, and the right jaw largely white (Jefferson ez
al., 2008). This feature could be confirmed because the
body was not in an advanced state of decomposition.

Although the body remained upside down, with
the ventral region exposed, basic morphometric measu-
rements could be taken and are included in Table 1 for

http: //www.cim.uh.cu/rim/

future references, including the submerged dorsal fin,
which had to be amputated for the measurement (Fig. 4).
According to the relation weight/lenght described by
Geraci & Lounsbury (1993) for estimating the weight of
cetaceans occurring in North Atlantic waters, the ani-
mal found must have between 23 and 27 t of biomass.

Final considerations

Alayo (1958) mentioned that this species had been re-
ported from Jacaro off the southern coast of Cuba;
however, the only confirmed record of this species is
a stranding of an individual near of Boca de Galafre,
Pinar del Rio, in July 1989 (Lima, 1998). The current
stranding is the second confirmed report of this spe-
cies in the country, and the first confirmed report from

Table 1. Morphometric data of the stranded fin whale recorded in
Cayo Frances.

Quantitative data (+/- 0.01 m) (m)
total length 13.00
pectoral fin length 1.50
dorsal fin height 0.24
dorsal fin width 0.47
fluke width 2.60
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Fig. 3. Ventral view showing asymmetrical coloration of the cephalic region. Red dashed line mark the imaginary central axis to com-
pare symmetry. Yellow arrow indicates the navel.

Fig. 4. Measurements in the fins of stranded Balaenoptera physalus. Right: dorsal fin. Left: pectoral fin.
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the northern coast. However, there are other reports
in Cuba classified as unidentified rorquals (two in the
north and one in the south), Balaenaptera spp. (one in
the north), unidentified whale (one in the north) and
unidentified large whale (one in the south) (Whitt et
al. 2011, Garcia-Alfonso, pers. comm).

This species has a cosmopolitan distribution, and
although they are considered oceanic whales, they can
be observed in coasts with nearby deep waters. These
whales reach the second largest size in the animal king-
dom (27 m in individuals from the southern hemisphe-
re) (Jefferson ez 4/.,1993; Blanco, 2011), only overtaken
by the blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus), however the
individual found was only 13 m. Toro ez /. (2020) con-
sider the individuals, even larger (15 m), as immature
with ages between 3 and 5 years.

Without signs of apparent disease, nor marks of lar-
ge predators on the carcass, this stranding event could
be attributed to the weather from the previous week,
with sustained winds associated with a continental
winter front. Cetaceans can be forced by weather con-
ditions to reach shallow depths and unknown coastli-
nes, subsequently becoming disoriented while trying to
return to deep water. Geraci & Lounsbury (1993) con-
sider unusual weather-related environmental events as
a cause of mortality in cetaceans.

Fin whale (B. physalus) is considered a threatened
species, in the category of Vulnerable (IUCN, 2022),
according to the latest assessment of Cooke (2018).
Increasing the knowledge about the presence of the
species in Cuba will certainly contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the global distribution of the species.
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