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ABSTRACT 

The Brydes’s whale (Balaenoptera edeni) is a species of baleen whale known to live year‐round in 
warm waters. Here, we report the sighting of an adult individual during the summer of 2020 off the 
south coast of Portugal. The whale was observed 6.4 n.miles from the shore in water at a depth of 
50.6m. Initially this individual was associated with a group of bottlenose dolphins. This is the first 
record of this species for mainland Portugal. The distribution of the species in the North Atlantic 
Ocean is still poorly known. 

KEYWORDS: BRYDES’S WHALE; MOVEMENTS; ATLANTIC OCEAN; PORTUGAL; ALGARVE; NEW RECORD 

The Bryde’s whale (Balaenoptera edeni) is one of the less well studied rorqual species (Kato and Perrin, 2018; 
Maciel et al., 2018). Until recently its global conservation status was considered ‘data deficient’ but it is now 
classified as being of ‘least concern’. Nevertheless, the global population trend remains unknown (Cooke and 
Brownell, 2018). 

The taxonomy of the Bryde’s whale has been in debate for some time (Mead, 1977; Rice, 1998). However, 
for the purposes of this note we consider the existence of a single species, Balaenoptera edeni, following the 
taxonomy adopted by Kato and Perrin (2009). In the Atlantic Ocean all Bryde’s whales are believed to belong to 
the subspecies B.e. brydei (Kershaw et al., 2013; Society for Marine Mammalogy, 2020). However, a few authors 
contemplate two distinct species, B. edeni and B. brydei, the former being a smaller costal form found in the 
Indian and Western Pacific Oceans, and the latter a more oceanic form (Ho and Lanfear, 2010; Luksenburg et al., 
2015). Historically, Bryde’s whales were often misidentified as sei whales (Balaenoptera borealis), leading to an 
underestimation of the species from sightings (Freitas et al., 2012; Steiner et al., 2008). Additionally, the Omura’s 
whale (B. omurai) was also considered a subspecies of Bryde’s whale until as recently as 2003 when it was 
recognised as a distinct species. 

Bryde’s are the only baleen whale that live year‐round in warm waters (> 16°C) (Kato and Perrin, 2009), 
approximately between 40°N and 40°S (Kato and Perrin, 2009; Shirihai et al., 2006). The distribution of the species 
in the North Atlantic Ocean is still poorly known (Cooke and Brownell, 2018; Kato and Perrin, 2009). 

Very few records of sightings and strandings of Bryde’s whales have been registered in the NE Atlantic Ocean. 
One stranded animal was recorded in Danish waters in 2000 (Kinze, 2006; Kinze et al., 2018) and another possible 
one on the German Baltic coast in 1944 (Kinze et al., 2011; Kinze et al., 2018). 

In Portuguese territories, the Bryde’s whale is frequently seen in waters around the Madeira Islands (southeast 
North Atlantic, 32°N, 17°W) between the months of June and November (Alves et al., 2010). In the Azores, a 
Portuguese archipelago at higher latitudes (northeast North Atlantic, 38°N, 28°W), the first sighting for this 
species was reported in 2004 (Steiner et al., 2008). Since then, it has been considered a regular visitor to these 
islands’ waters during the spring and summer months (Silva et al., 2014). In continental Portugal, however, this 
note reports the first sighting of a Bryde’s whale. 
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On 7 August 2020 at 10h52 a Bryde’s whale was observed 6.4 n.miles from the coast, southwest of Albufeira, 
on the south coast of mainland Portugal (Fig. 1). The sighting was registered by the AIMM – Marine Environment 
Research Association research team on board the research vessel Ketos, a 6.7m long rigid hull inflatable. 
Photographs of the dorsal fin and body were collected using digital SLR cameras (Nikon D200 with a 70–300mm 
lens; Nikon D200 with an 18–200mm lens; Nikon D7100 with a 55–300mm lens) for species and photo‐
identification purposes. 
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Fig. 1. Map of the geographical region with the location of the Bryde’s whale sighting (black star symbol)

The sighting occurred in water at a depth of 50.6m and sea surface temperature varied between 19.0 and 
20.4°C. The sea state was slight, with a Beaufort force between 3 to 4, swell lower than 0.5m, poor visibility (less 
than 1km), no sun glare and no precipitation. 

Only one adult whale was seen, estimated to be around 15m in length. 
The whale was observed during a sighting of bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus). This dolphin group 

was composed of 8–10 adult individuals performing deep dives. The whale suddenly emerged in the middle of 
the group while they were at the surface and continued to move in a westerly direction, while the group of 
dolphins kept moving south. The second blow of the whale was more than 50m away from the group of dolphins. 
It was followed for 1 hour and 32 minutes for 8 n.miles in a westerly direction, approximately 6 n.miles from 
shore (Fig. 1). It was travelling at an average speed of 5 knots with a dive pattern of 1min 30s. The animal blew 
only once after each dive. 



It was identified as a Bryde’s whale by the presence of three longitudinal ridges along the rostrum and the 
flatness of the rostrum itself (Figs 2 and 3). In some photographs, these lateral sub‐ridges on either side of the 
central ridge resemble more indentations rather than ridges. The size and shape of the dorsal fin resembled that 
of a Bryde’s whale, although this feature alone is not conclusive for species identification (Fig. 4). 

Bryde’s whales have never been described off mainland Portugal before. The presence of Mysticeti in coastal 
waters of mainland Portugal is usually limited to rare encounters, except for minke whales (B. acutorostrata) 
that occur regularly (Bencatel et al., 2017). The south coast of Portugal is characterised by an intense wind‐driven 
upwelling season from March to October and an upwelling system in the area of Cape St. Vincent (García Lafuente 
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Fig. 2. Bryde’s whale showing the three longitudinal ridges (Photos: AIMM, 2020). 

Fig. 3. Bryde’s whale showing lateral sub‐ridge that resembles more an indentation rather than a ridge (Photos: 
AIMM, 2020). 



and Ruiz, 2007) making this an important region for cetaceans (Castro et al., 2020; Moura et al., 2012). During 
the summer months of 2020, the number of sightings of baleen whales along the south coast of Portugal was 
the highest in the past five years (22 sightings compared with an average of 10 sightings per year), with the 
majority of the sighted animals identified as minke whales (AIMM, unpublished data). It is possible that the high 
occurrence of these cetaceans is related to environmental changes (Anderwald et al., 2012; Hastie et al., 2005; 
Penry et al., 2011) such as sea surface temperature (Sasaki et al., 2013; Selzer and Payne, 1988) and prey 
availability (Maciel et al., 2018; Watanabe et al., 2012), although previous work indicated that Bryde’s whale 
distribution is not closely related to water temperature and that this species has a wide temperature range 
(Kerosky et al., 2012; Steiner et al., 2008). It is thought that the abundance of this species is closely related to 
the upwelling systems that lead to higher rates of primary productivity (Maciel et al., 2018), and our study area 
appears to provide such conditions. 

During this sighting, the whale was initially associated with bottlenose dolphins at a shallow bathymetry, 
which could indicate feeding. Previous studies have demonstrated that Bryde’s whales have a preference to feed 
in shallow depths (Alves et al., 2010; Maciel et al., 2018) and that it is commonly associated with other species 
during feeding events (Penry et al., 2011). Nevertheless, it is important to note that during the reported sighting 
there was no evidence of feeding behaviour, neither from the whale nor the dolphins. 

Another factor that could play a role in the elevated number of sightings of baleen whales in 2020 is that the 
presence of tourist boats (e.g. whale watching boats) was lower than normal during the months of May, June 
and July 2020, due to the COVID‐19 pandemic. Several reports have been made about animals being seen more 
often in areas where they have previously disappeared and it has been suggested that marine animals might be 
moving more across the oceans due to lower levels of maritime traffic and noise‐pollution (Rutz et al., 2020). 
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Fig. 4. Bryde’s whale dorsal fin (Photos: AIMM, 2020). 

This sighting represents a new record for Bryde’s whale in mainland Portugal. The south of Portugal is an 
important region supporting considerable biodiversity (Lopes and Cunha, 2010) but only limited dedicated 
cetacean studies and surveys have taken place here because of financial and time constraints and the personnel 
required (Castro et al., 2020). It is essential to develop more scientific surveys in the region in order to have a 
better understanding of the cetacean diversity in the area. 
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