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Bottom contact behaviour by humpback
whales in Brazilian waters: first underwater
observations at Trindade Island

Flavia C. Frizzera Pinheiro1,2*, Hudson T. Pinheiro2,3,4, Salvatore Siciliano5,6 and Robson G. Santos7
Abstract

Few records of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) have been made in Brazilian oceanic waters. This article
reports the first record of bottom contact behaviour by humpback whales in Brazilian waters and adds four new sightings
of the species to Trindade, an island located 1160 km from the Brazilian coast. The bottom contact behaviour has been
associated with moult and hygienic functions for some cetaceans. The change of water temperature, triggered by the
migration from cold Antarctic waters to the warm tropical Trindade coast, could have accelerated the turnover of skin
superficial layers and the moulting process to this humpback whale here reported. Despite such uncertain reason of the
behaviour, this novel record comes to increase the behavioural repertoire for the humpback whales in Brazilian waters,
may be possibly an additional cleaning strategy.
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Background
The humpback whale, Megaptera novaeangliae, is found
in all oceans, however, its distribution pattern is linked
to migratory movements (Zerbini et al. 2006). This spe-
cies uses polar zones as feeding grounds in the summer,
and tropical and sub-tropical zones as mating and calv-
ing grounds in the winter (Zerbini et al. 2004). There are
seven geographically separated populations distributed
along the southern hemisphere (Zerbini et al. 2006).
Abrolhos Bank, situated in the Brazilian coast, is the
most important breeding ground for humpback whales
in the South-Western Atlantic (Martins et al. 2001), be-
sides that, compared with the platform shelf, few records
of humpback whales were made in Brazilian oceanic
waters. However, Trindade Island (20°30′30″S, 29°19′
30″W), located at 1160 km from Brazilian coast (Fig. 1),
annually receives these whales in its surrounding waters
(Siciliano et al. 2012). Humpback whales were recorded
in Trindade Island surroundings since the whaling
period, in the XIX century (Townsend 1935). The
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presence in Trindade Island as a migratory destination
of humpback whales was discussed by Siciliano (1997),
which reported 16 sightings from 1984 to 1994. More
recently, Siciliano et al. (2012) added seven new sight-
ings for Trindade Island and suggested the island as a
migratory route for humpback whales that visit Brazilian
waters. This note reports the first record of bottom con-
tact behaviour by humpback whales in Brazilian waters
and adds four new sightings of the species at Trindade
Island (Fig. 1).
Methods
These sightings were made between May 25 and June
17, 2009, probably, representing the earlier migrants ar-
riving for the breeding season off Brazil, which normally
occurs between July and November (Siciliano 1997;
Morete et al. 2007). All four sighting records were made
opportunistically from different sites of the island (Fig. 1).
During two occasions, a closer approximation to the
whales was possible using an inflatable boat. Behavioural
descriptions were based on the method ad libitum, col-
lected from the boat and underwater observations by
free diving.
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Fig. 1 Map of Trindade Island, off the Brazilian Central Coast, indicating the four sightings of humpback whale made between May 25 and June 17, 2009
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Results
On May 25th, 2009, two humpback whales were sighted
swimming slowly towards the east part of the island. A
third record was made on May 28th swimming for al-
most the entire island’s perimeter. In the morning, it
was observed swimming slowly on the west side and
contouring the south face, and in the afternoon it passed
by the east part of the island. This whale was sighted
Fig. 2 Underwater photograph of the fourth individual humpback whale, c
Note the high visibility of the waters surrounding Trindade Island. Photo b
breaching and lobtailing for several times. The fourth
record, an adult c. 12 m of total length (visually esti-
mated during the free-diving activity), was observed on
June 17th for 1 h while it was swimming slowly present-
ing a constant flipper slapping behaviour only inter-
rupted by 3–5 min dives (Fig. 2). In one of these dives,
the whale was rubbing its dorsal region against the sand
(35 m depth) for at least 20 m. The water visibility was
. 12 m in total length, observed at Trindade Island, on June 17th, 2009.
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higher than 50 m, where was clearly possible to observe
its whitish underbody turned up and the back scuffing
on the sand bottom.
Discussion
The bottom contact behaviour observed in cetaceans is
mainly related to cleaning or feeding functions. This be-
haviour was already related to feeding strategy for bottle-
nose in Bahamas (Rossbach and Herzing 1997), for
estuarine dolphins in Brazil (Rossi-Santos and Wedekin
2006) and humpback whales in North Atlantic (Hain et al.
1995). However, the feeding hypothesis is less probable
due to the rare records of feeding by humpback whales in
Brazilian waters (Alves et al. 2009), considered only as a
breeding ground (Zerbini et al. 2004).
On the other hand, there are records of cetaceans rub-

bing their skin on sand, mud, pebble and limestone sub-
strate near shore, a behaviour associated with moult (Smith
et al. 1992) and hygienic functions (Dudzinski 1998). Ac-
cording to Smith et al. (1992), the seasonal variation of
water temperature accelerates the turnover of superficial
layers in belugas, where the whales rub themselves on the
bottom, a process that appears to help the moult. This
process is so far unknown in other cetaceans, but might
have happened in the humpback whale here reported, since
it probably had just migrated from the cold Antarctic wa-
ters to the warm tropical Trindade coast. Moreover, the
flipper slap behaviour initially observed for this forth indi-
vidual could be also related to the cleaning/moult process
as well. This behaviour is commonly considered a form of
communication, in order to maintain acoustic contact be-
tween humpback whales (Herman and Tavolga 1980).
However, the expected low numbers of whales around
Trindade in that period decreases the possibility of commu-
nication purposes. Despite such uncertain reason of the
behaviour, this novel record comes to increase the behav-
ioural repertoire for the humpback whales in Brazilian wa-
ters and may represent an additional cleaning strategy.
Conclusions
Despite several studies conducted in shallow waters of
Brazil (e.g. Abrolhos Bank), no information of a similar be-
haviour was observed among humpback whales yet, where
just the breaching behaviour is suggested for cleaning func-
tion in Brazil (Morete et al. 2003). Thus, these observations
also call attention for the possibilities of underwater behav-
ioural studies at Trindade Island, favoured by the short
platform and clear water that it presents. Whether Trin-
dade Island is a cleaning station to the humpback whales
in its migratory route, or whether the bottom contact be-
haviour is just an unusual behaviour, it is still need clarifi-
cation, and future work is necessary to a better assessment
and understanding of their behavioural repertoire.
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