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Whales Obseryed in the Indian Ocean
NOTES ON THEIR DISTRIBUTION
By S. G. Bnolvx, a.sc.
(National Institute of Oceanography)

In r95r the Meteorological Office kindly offered to co-operate with the National
Institute of Oceanography in the collection of records of rvhales observed at sea by
merchant ships and other vessels. Dr. Mackintosh outlined the scheme in The
Marine Obserzterr -and gave an accou-nt of the information required, lvith a description of some of the larger species of whales. r A short repoit by the same auth6r,
on the first year's observations, appeared later.s The main object of this scheme is
to obtain new information on the world distribution of the larger rvhales especially,
but also*bf the smaller cetacea such as the dolphins and porpoises.
.Data

The first reports were received in April rg5z, and. by April 1956 some 37ohad,
lrom meteorologicailogbrj6ks fonvaided by
the Nleteorological Office, most of the remainder being on the special form provided
by this Institute. The great majority of reports contain a number of whalebbsenations and a large number cover more than one voyage. A felv observations from
aircraft have also been received but are not used in this paper.
voyages-cover the Atlantic, Indian and Pacific Oceans. Preliminary plotting
-The
of the observations from all'three oceans showed that it rvould be better in the firsi
instance to concentrate on the results of those from each ocean in turn rather than
to attempt to produce a rvorld chart of all the records. The present notes on the
observations in the Indian Ocean may be regarded as a preliminary account of some
of the results of the first four years. :
The boundaries of the area under consideration can be seen in Fig. r. It extends
from 2oon. to r2ooE. in the soutlii but in the north the Red Sea is excluded in the
rvest and so are the-rvaters of thd East,Indian Archipelago in the east (from roooE.
and including all waters east ofi'sumatra and north of Java). The observations
from these arlas will be examined at'" later date.
A total 9f t3l _reforts refer to the Indian Ocean as outlined: 8o of them give
sufficient details for the approximate route to be plotted and the ships concerned
ap-parently kept_a_fairly regular watch for whales. The remaining 53,-conveniently
referred to as M _reports (mostly extracted from meteorological logbooks), have
been used to reinforce some of the conclusions reached. The observations include
l4o1+sightings of large whales, a large rvhale being defined as a rvhale assumed to
be about 4o feet or more in length. This definition includes the sperm rvhale, the
humpback lvhale and all the ro"rquals (excep't the minke or lessei ,orq.ralj. 'The
reports identify, more or less tentatively, sperm rvhales, humpback whaies and
blue, fin and sei rvhales, but since it is very difficult to distinguish betrveen the last
three species at sea, they have been combined under the heading " rorquals " in
this study. In addition to specific identifications by the observers, their descriptions
of the size and behaviour, etc., of unidentified rvhales have occasionally enabled an
identification to be made, e.g. as a humpback whale, or a rorqual. There remain a
number of observations of large rvhales which cannot be identified. These have
been classed as " large lvhales ", possibly including any one or all of the above
species. In addition there are many records of dolphins and small rvhales, but these
have not been considered in the present study since they are of little commercial
importance though of considerable interest in general marine biology. It is intended
to examine their distribution in a future paper.
The track of each vessel from the 8o whale reports has been roughly plotted on a
Mercator chart, according to the noon positions of the vessel and the positions at
. * An enlarged edition of these notes was issued by the Institute in July, 19522, for the
use of observers in ships.
been receivgd;.6S o! them are extracts
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and the approximate numbers of whales seen, in different areas is calculated'
ttila-i."i"t"r of distribution are then seen to stand out fairly.clearly.
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Next the ocean as a'whole may be conveniently divided further into five areas'
the boundaries of which are outlined in Fig' r' These are:
r. The Gulf of Aden and its approaches'
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Sperm Whales
Thirty-threesightings of sperm_whales were reported (Fig.
r). The approximate
number of whales seen u'as.92. Twenty-three oi the .ilrri?";.
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Octan area. It seems t:-at even in the North Indian Ocean sperm whales do not
o':tnumber the rorqu--,s and humpbacks (3r sightings of 8q whales).
The seasonal dis:ributio! of sperm *hiles Jtto*f; in Fi'g. 3, urrd reinforced by
oghti"gt plotted tiom the M repbrts, agrees very well wittith"e distribution of this
species determined by Townseld (tglS)'
9n hls charts plotted from the logbook
records of nineteenth-century American whaleships. The only striking diffJrence
G that he does not record any sperm whales taken on the ;' coast 6f Arabia',
ground in the period March-lVlay, rvhereas Fig. : shows several records for this
period in this area. It is possible that very ferv rvhilers visited the area at this time.
In.a* earlijr paper'he siates that the whaling in the Arabian Sea (lat. r5ox.) was
chiefly in December and January.
..Townsend,u speaking of the distribution of sperm whales generally, states that
his charts show " a seasonal oscillation of most of the sperm J'hales Siitueen north
and s.owh latitudes, or at least toward or away from th! equator ". Ae goes on to
say: " There is much evidence that there is in extensive iouthward moiement of
spe{m whales as the northern winter season comes on. A reverse movement is
indicated for the winter season south of the equator." The sightings of the individual specieq i" .$.- four three-monthly pentds, expressed as- sigh"tings per r,ooo
miles steaming (Table z), show that north of the equator in the slgntiigs'of sperm
Table
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Numbers of sightings of individual species per 1,000 miles steaming.
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lvhales, and to a very much smaller extent in humpback rvhales and

" large rvhales ",
is a preponderance of sightings in Septemb-er-November and in lfrarch-May.
South of the equator the speim whale sightings are at a maximum in DecembeiFebruary and June-Augusl, although thE diffirence between the four seasons is
much less marked than in the noithern hemisphere. This distribution of the
-numbers of whales seen) suggests
o.bservations
-(which also applies to the actual
that sperm whales are represented to the north of the equator mainly in th6 troftl".n
axtumn and soring and to the south of it in the southern summer and winter, as if
there were a double migration. More observations may show whether this is in
fact the case or whetherlhe apparent distribution is due to chance.
there_

Humpback Whales
._9"1I 15 records of humpback whales, referring to some 6r animals, were made
(Fig.. +). The ro observations north of the equatoi wer'e all of single whales or very
small parties, seven being the greatest numbir recorded. Two oi the four recordi
from the coast of Westein Australia refer to parties of about rz whales in each.
Large numbers of humpback whales are known to be present off the Australian
coasts in the southern winter and the fact that only fotir sightings were reported
t6z
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indicates,asrnentionedearlier,thatthePfesentobservationsdonotreliablysample
,r,.^l"",i"r areas.
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