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INTRODUCTION

Collisions between ships and cetaceans are known to be widely underestimated, representing a major threat for 

some species, e.g. the North-Atlantic right whale (Eubalaena glacialis) population. The Strait of Gibraltar is a 

major cetacean hotspot, but also one of the world’s major shipping routes. The incidence is underestimated 

mainly because strong surface currents wash the carcasses towards the Mediterranean Sea and few wash 

ashore. 

SHIP STRIKES IN THE STRAIT OF GIBRALTAR

Figure 1: Jackelin, opportunistic platform of whale watching.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

This study was carried out from May to September 2003 through 2007, from platforms of opportunity, i.e. whale 

watching vessels (2003-2005 from the “Jackelin” and 2006-2007 also from the “Dolphin Safari”). We selectively 

collected data, e.g. Beaufort sea state, wind strength and direction, group composition and behaviour, etc.

In addition, necropsies were carried out on small cetaceans on behalf of the voluntary stranding network 

NERITA. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Several small cetaceans were recaptured showing clear marks of encounters with propellers. Most of these involved fin mutilation or propeller scars on the animals’ body.

The species presenting most collisions signs was the long-finned pilot whale (Globicephala melas), followed by the bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus). One case 

involving a short-beaked common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) showed a large injury just in front of the dorsal fin which cut through the spine. Sperm whales (Physeter

macrocephalus) also presented clear signs of ship strikes on their flukes and in some cases on their head. There have been reports of dead sperm whales due to collisions 

in the area. Fin whales are particularly at risk because they travel perpendicularly to the fast ferries’ routes.  The new harbour in Tangiers will represent a major threat to the 

sperm whales as the shipping routes going in and out of this harbour leads right through the major habitat of these whales. The project to enlarge the Tarifa harbour and the 

number of fast ferries departing from it (from 3 to 8) is another major issue. 

CONCLUSSION

There are many more collisions in the Strait of Gibraltar than has been directly assessed in the past. These collisions probably involve 

smaller vessels which frequently change direction and target dolphin groups because of the frequent association of dolphins with targeted 

fish swarms. 

It is of utmost importance that the traffic in the Strait of Gibraltar be regulated in a way that the critical habitats of the cetaceans inhabiting 

the area are protected. The fishing activity around the cetaceans should be regulated as well in order to minimise collisions. Finally, 

thorough environmantal impact assessments taking into account the cetaceans from the Strait of Gibraltar should be carried aout and 

taken into consideration before considering the possibility of building or enlarging a harbour in this very critical habitat. 
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Figure 2: Intense shipping represents an acute collision risk for cetaceans in the Strait of Gibraltar. 

b. Common dolphin with a deep gash.

(Pierre Gallego)

e. Fin whale in the trajectory of a fast ferry.
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d. Pilot whale with a probable propeller 

injury on the dorsal fin.

(Ezequiel Andreu)

c. Pilot whale in the trajectory of a large

ship. (Ezequiel Andreu)

a. Common dolphin with a probable 

propeller injury on the dorsal fin. 

(Ezequiel Andreu)


