
CONCLUSIONS
We postulate that the majority, or the totality of the long-finned pilot whale population moves from the Strait of Gibraltar to

calmer and safer waters of the Alboran Sea during this time to give birth. The reason for this is probably multifactorial, but the
dates seem to coincide mostly with the apparition of orcas in the Strait.

INTRODUCTION

Long-finned pilot whales (Globicephala melas) are resident in the Strait of Gibraltar. Because of their predictable presence and distribution, they account for most of the
sightings and represent the main target for whale-watching operators. The total population of resident pilot whales has been estimated to about 300 individuals. Nevertheless,
these groups have been reported to disappear for one or two weeks each spring/summer, causing certain stress among whale-watching operators.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We observed that the pilot whales were absent during certain periods of time each season; the exact dates are listed in table
1. Although newborns are present throughout the entire sighting season, a peak of neonates has been observed just after the
pilot whales return from their absence. The Strait of Gibraltar has very strong currents and winds, During most sightings in
which pilot whales are travelling, they are doing so heading West, i.e. swimming against the Atlantic inflow trying to stay at the
same location, which is the area they also feed in. The Strait of Gibraltar is also the second busiest shipping route in the world.
Additionally, interactions between long-finned pilot whales and killer whales (Orcinus orca) in the Strait of Gibraltar have
recently been described, the former chasing the latter. The period during which long-finned pilot whales disappeared in 2003
and 2004 coincided with the apparition of killer whales in the Strait of Gibraltar, but it did not coincide in later seasons (cf. Table
1). Nevertheless, no predation of orcas on pilot whales has ever been witnessed in the area.

METHODOLOGY

Our research took place in the Strait of Gibraltar from an opportunistic platform of whale watching, from May to October 2003
through 2006. This project consisted in opportunistic sightings from the “Jackelin” whale watching boat. We selectively collected
scientific data, e.g. Beaufort sea state, wind strength and direction, group composition and behaviour, etc.
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Arrival of
orcas

Absence of
pilot whales

Year

25 June

26 June

19 July

14 August

09-23 June2006

22-26 July2005

02-08 July2004

10-17 August2003

Table 1: Comparison of the dates in which the pilot
whales disappear witht the periods in which the orcas
are in the Strait of Gibraltar. The latter correspond to
the dates in which the orcas are present during
several days, as they sometimes just visit the area to
check for tuna presence.

Figure 1: The Jackelin, the platform of opportunity
from which most of our sightings took place.
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