SC/63/SH14

Trindade Island, off Brazil, as a migratory destination for humpback whales
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Introduction
Trindade Isl. location and geomorphology

The Trindade and Martim Vaz is an archipelago located far 1,140 km east of Vitéria, Espirito
Santo State, Brazil, in the Southern Atlantic Ocean. The archipelago consists of six
islands: Trindade (20°30'S and 29°18' W) being the largest island, with an area of 10.1 km?
and Martim Vaz the second largest, with an area of 0.3 km2, The archipelago has a total area of
10.4 kmz2 (4.0 sg mi). Its isolation on the ocean surface precludes the realization that it is part of
the Vitéria-Trindade Alignment, a great E-W submarine volcanic chain. The volcano lies on the
ocean floor about 5,500 m deep. Other volcanic buildings belonging to this lineament between
Trindade-Martim Vaz and the coast were completely eroded by the sea, and levelled above 100
m depth. They compose the guyots, usually called banks, but the islands, probably due to the
prolonged volcanic activity, are still high above the oceanic surface The Trindade island
platform has a restrict area; the width varies between 800 and 3.000 m (Almeida, 2000).

Humpback whale distribution off Brazil

Current information on the distribution of humpback whales shows that it is abundant in the
Abrolhos Bank (16° 40’ to 19° 30’ S), the main breeding area for the species in the western
South Atlantic Ocean (e.g. Siciliano 1997, Martins et al. 2001, Andriolo et al. 2006). Occasional
sightings have been reported for the Fernando de Noronha Archipelago (~ 3°S) and in southern
and southeastern Brazil (e.g. Lodi, 1994, Siciliano, 1997, Pizzorno et al., 1998).

Siciliano (1997) reported 16 sightings of humpback whales off Trindade Is. from 1984 to 1994.
The author was the first to point out the relevance of these remote islands as a migratory
destination for the humpback whale. Groups of singletons, mother-calf, mother-calf and escort
and trios were reported around the main island of Trindade. In addition, it was discussed the
possibility of Trindade and Martin Vaz archipelago representing a final destination of humpback
whales wintering off Brazil.

Methods
We report on two sets of opportunistic sightings of humpback whales off the southeast coast of

Brazil from 2003 to 2007. Sightings were made onboard a longline fishing boat operating along
the Vitéria-Trindade Chain from 27 October to 10 November 2003. A second set of sightings



was collected during a visit to Trindade Is. from July to August 2007. Observations of humpback
whale groups were made from cliff-top vantage points on mainland. Whenever possible, a
description of the general behavior of whales was recorded ad libitum.

Results

A total of 12 sightings of groups of humpback whales were made during the longline fishing trip
along the Vitéria-Trindade chain (Figure 1, Table 1). Cliff-top observation in July and August
2007 resulted in seven sightings of humpback whales. Mother-calf pairs were sighted twice,
only onboard the fishing vessel. Groups sighted around Trindade Is. were comprised of solitary
individuals or pairs. Aerial behaviour such as pectoral fin waving, tail slapping, and breaching
were observed. That behaviour, a common feature of humpback whales, may have called the
attention of researchers while in the mainland. Whales were observed twice passing by the long
line immersed in water.

Discussion

Townsend's (1935) classic whale charts, which illustrate where American open-boat
(premodern) whalers took sperm, humpback, right, and bowhead whales worldwide, evidence
few catches of humpback whales off Trindade. Siciliano (1997) report of humpback whales in
1984, 1993 and 1994 were the first evidence of the presence of the species off Trindade in the
last decades. This author also discussed the probable origin of these whales and their
connection with other major breeding grounds.

It is possible that humpback whales use the waters around Trindade Is. since the XIX Century.
There is an obvious lack of data on sightings around Trindade in post-whaling period. On the
other hand, based on the descriptions of researchers visiting Trindade Is., the presence of
whales may not be accidental, but can truly reflect a regular pattern of use of these remote
islands. It is recommended future survey efforts for investigating the use of these oceanic
waters by breeding and calving humpback whales.
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Figure 1. Sightings of humpback whale groups during a long-line fishing trip along Vitoria-
Trindade chain (2003) and around Trindade Is. (2007).



Table 1: Sightings of humpback whales in the Vitéria-Trindade Chain and around Trindade Island in 2003 and 2007

ID

Latitude Longitude Date

Observations

J
J2
J3
J4
J5
J6
J7?
J8
J9
J10
J11

-20.503746 -29.316761 July/August 2007
-20.504424 -29.315988 July/August 2007
-20.505644 -29.314446 July/August 2007
-20.505282 -29.311600 July/August 2007
-20.503249 -29.308320 July/August 2007
-20.514045 -29.296170 July/August 2007
-20.525664 -29.317249 July/August 2007
-20.650904 -39.165858 27 October 2003
-20.654996 -38.166073 27 October 2003
-20.483112 -31.064940 28 October 2003
-21.490298 -38.040894 29 October 2003

Two humpback whales moving to southeast in aerial behavior: breaching, leaping from the water or slapping their tail or flippers on the surface
Two humpback whales moving to southeast in aerial behavior: breaching, leaping from the water or slapping their tail or flippers on the surface
Two humpback whales moving to southeast in aerial behavior: breaching, leaping from the water or slapping their tail or flippers on the surface
One humpback whale moving to north

Two humpback whales travelling to northeast

Two humpback whales travelling to northeast

Humpback (?) whale in aerial behavior

Mother-calf pair

Group of humpback whales travelling to south

Four humpback whales travelling

Humpback whale milling

J12 -19.286325 -38.045834 01 November 2003 Mother-calf pair travelling to south

J13 -19.669570 -38.451234 2 November 2003 Humpback whale swimming transversaly a longline fishing

J14 -19.431861 -38.239383 2 November 2003 Humpback whales blowing

J15 -19.369496 -38.045081 5 November 2003 Humback whale in aerial behavior: breaching, leaping from the water or slapping their tail or flippers on the surface
-19.244631 -38.089760 5 November 2003 Humpback whales blowing

J17 -19.316166 -38.185349 8 November 2003 Up to 3 groups of humpback whales

-19.590569 -39.534678 9 November 2003 Humpback whales blowing

-20.119435 -39.824701 10 November 2003 Group of six humpback whales swimming across a longline fishing

J16

J18
J19






