




the UAE Dolphin Project and the Fujairah Whale Research Project. Other unpublished sources of sperm 
whale records come from marine mammal observers (MMOs) working on oil exploration vessels in the 
region. Finally, we include catch data from Norwegian and Soviet whaling fleets operating in the Arabian 
Sea between 1963-67 (IWC Database) and maps showing whaling locations for American whalers during 
the 19th century (from Townsend, 1935).  
  

 
Figure 1. Map of the Arabian Sea region, indicating referenced shore locations. 

All sightings were categorised as follows. 1) Whaling: sightings from catch data and logbooks. 2) 
Platforms of Opportunity: includes sightings where an observer is carrying out a dedicated marine 
mammal survey on a platform that does not share the same objective (e.g. Ballance & Pitman, 1998 and 
MMO sightings). 3) Dedicated Surveys: includes sightings and strandings where the principal objective 
of the survey was to document cetaceans and the observers had full control over where and how to direct 
search efforts. 4) Incidental: includes all reports of sperm whales where searching for marine mammals 
was not the primary objective at the time of sighting. Here we include records from vessels 
operating/transiting offshore (e.g. sightings in Brown, 1957; Slijper et al. 1964) and other third party 
reports. 
 
Where records included associated sighting coordinates, these were plotted in QGIS (QGIS Development 
Team, 2017). A degree of variation exists in the accuracy of positions for any given sighting or stranding 
record. For sightings obtained during dedicated surveys and platforms of opportunity, the sighting 
position of the platform is assumed to be accurate. Where a bearing and distance to a sighting was given 
(sometimes several kilometres away), we calculated the actual position of the sighting. Bearing and 
distance estimation at the time of sighting are also assumed to be accurate. Where this information was 
not available, the position of the platform was plotted. In some cases, particularly for incidental sightings 
from third parties, a position was estimated, either by the observer or author (if there was enough 
information to do so), using Google Earth. For strandings, if no GPS position was provided, the position 
of the closest given site (usually a town) was used. American whaling records from the 19th century 
(Townsend, 1935) were considered separately due to reduced accuracy of position data compared to 
more recent records (but see Smith et al. 2012). As with the Norwegian and Soviet catches, these data 
show positions where whales were killed (Smith et al. 2012). 
 
Only records positively identified as sperm whales are considered in the plots. Positive identification was 
made by the authors (either first hand or by photographs) or through trusted sources. 
 



Length and sex data, available from Soviet and Norwegian whaling catch records, are also summarised 
here. 
 
Results 
 
Sightings 
Excluding all whaling data, the authors reviewed 109 records of live sperm whales documented from 
Oman and the UAE between 1954 and 2017 (OMCD). Of these, 93 were positively identified as sperm 
whales and include sightings made incidentally (n = 17), on platforms of opportunity (n = 38) or during 
dedicated marine mammal surveys (n = 23). Additional records (n = 26) came from Norwegian and 
Soviet whaling data (IWC Database) (Appendix I.).  
 
A total of 99 sperm whale records include information on group size. Of these, 35 are records of single 
individuals. Group sizes between two to four individuals were reported on 29 occasions. Groups of five 
or more individuals are reported less frequently, however, groups as large as 50 or more individuals were 
reported on three occasions. Recorded depths across sightings ranges between 128 m and 3,450 m.  
 
On three occasions, aggregations of sperm whales were sighted in marguerite formation off Muscat. One 
of these sightings was made off Sidab on 31st May 2006 (see Ponnampalam, 2016 for a detailed account). 
On 21st April 2016, an incidental report of sperm whales in marguerite formation off Muscat was 
obtained from a third party and included video footage of killer whales (Orcinus orca). It is assumed that 
the whales were responding to the presence of the killer whales, although both species are not seen 
together in any footage. Later the same year, ~31st December 2016, a third party reported 20-25 sperm 
whales in marguerite formation off Masirah Island. Associated video and photos showed approximately 
15 killer whales surrounding the group. Sperm whales were allegedly killed, although there is no 
evidence of this in the available video or photos.   
 
The distribution of sightings, excluding 19th century whaling data, (Fig. 2) is largely a reflection of effort. 
Specifically, a large number of sightings were made off the Dhofar coast, the focus of most dedicated 
marine mammal survey effort in Oman between 2000 and 2017 (e.g. Minton et al. 2010, Willson et al. 
2016a). Between Ras Madrakah and Ras al Hadd, the majority of sightings were made from platforms 
of opportunity (e.g. during seismic exploration). Off the Sea of Oman coast, records are clustered around 
Muscat where there has been some dedicated survey for marine mammals and a number of incidental 
sightings, associated with recreational boating, fishing and whale watching. From these records it is 
evident that sperm whales occur in the deep waters off Oman and along the continental shelf, with 
sightings being particularly prolific where the continental shelf is narrow (e.g. off Ras al Hadd, Mirbat 
and the Muscat coast). These areas presumably facilitate easier detection rather than reflect distribution 
concentrations, although, they are associated with high productivity. Sightings plotted by month (Fig. 3) 
largely reflect effort at different times of the year e.g. Soviet/Norwegian whaling in October/November 
(assumedly to avoid the southwest monsoon). Nonetheless, this plot illustrates the year round occurrence 
of sperm whales in the region.   
 
Further records of sperm whales from 19th century whaling logbooks (n = 61) are considered in a separate 
plot (Fig. 4), adapted from Townsend (1935). These records show that sperm whales are widespread in 
the deep waters off Dhofar and that whales were taken at a similar time of year (September - December), 
and location, to Soviet/Norwegian whaling.  
   



 
Figure 2. Sightings of sperm whales (P. macrocephalus) off Oman and the UAE, by sighting category, plotted in 
QGIS (QGIS Development Team, 2017). Sightings were categorised based on whether the primary objective at the 
time of sighting was to find marine mammals and whether there was a directed search effort from the platform to 
find marine mammals (see text for details). Only Soviet and Norwegian catch data is included in the whaling 
positions.  

 
Figure 3. Sightings of sperm whales (P. macrocephalus) off Oman and the UAE, by month, plotted in QGIS (QGIS 
Development Team, 2017). 

 



 
Figure 4. 19th century whaling catches of sperm whales (P. macrocephalus) off Oman by month (from Townsend, 
1935).  

Measurements of Length from Catch Data 
Soviet and Norwegian whaling data (IWC database) allow for investigation of length measurements in 
male and female sperm whales. All females caught were between 8.5-9.7 m in length, whereas males 
ranged between 9.0 - 15.1 m (Fig. 5). Best et al. (2016) showed that the lengths of captured female 
sperm whales decreased moving from south to north across an ocean basin. Best et al. (2016) suggest 
that differences in foraging strategies with latitude could be a result of this. Female sperm whales from 
the Arabian Sea and Oman appear to fit this pattern (Fig. 6), however, analyses at this stage are 
rudimentary and further assessment is required.       
 



 
Figure 5. Length measurements (m) of sperm whales caught by Soviet and Norwegian whalers off Oman. 

 
 

 
Figure 6. Lengths of female sperm whales caught in the Indian Ocean on Soviet whaling expeditions at different 
latitudes. Black squares = Best et al. (2016) predicted model lengths of females for different latitudes; Grey circles 
= raw length data from Soviet catches from the northern Indian Ocean; Blue circle = average length of females 
caught above 10o N (n = 258); Red circles = length measurements of female sperm whales caught off Oman.   
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