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FIRST RECORDS OF DWARF SPERM WHALE (KOG/A 
BREVICEPS) PYGMY SPERM WHALE (K. SIMUS) AND PYGMY 

KILLER WHALE (FERESAATTENUATA) IN VERACRUZ, 
MEXICO 

There are up to 27 marine mammal species in the northern part of Gulf of Mexico 
(Mullin, K.D. et al., 1994. Fish. Bull. 92(4) :773-786) . Most of these have been re
corded as strandings and as sightings. We beliéve that these species are also found 
in the Mexican part of the Gulf of Mexico, but we have o nly few records of them in 
the area. 

In this paper we document the occurrences of three cetaceans with pelagic dis
tribution (Leathe rwood , S. & RR Reeves, 1983. La Sierra Club handbook of whales and 
dolphins. Sierra Club Books, San Francisco, California, pp. 92, 95, 161), which are 
scarcely known in the southern Gulf of Mexico. The specimens were stranded alive 
in th ree different localities of the Veracruz coast (Fig. 1). 

The first stranding, a dwarf sperm whale mate with 327 cm of total length oc
curred on 27 J une 1995, in La T rocha, Alvarado municipality. 

The second stranding, amale pigmy sperm whale wi th 218 cm of total length, 
stranded in Anto n Lizardo o n 20 Octo ber 1995. 

The external characteristics used to d istinguish bet:ween the two species of Kogi.a 
were: total length, general shape, and width and the number of teeth; p roportion
ally the teeth of K. breuiceps are la rger and longer than K. simus, but in these they are 
mo re sharply pointed (Caldwell ,D.K. & M.C. Caldwell , 1989. Handbook of marine mam
mals, Vol. 4: River dolphins and the larger toothed whales. Academic Press, Londo n, pp. 
235-260). 

The cranea of bo th Kogi.a were hand-cleaned, and dermestids were u sed for final 
cleaning and preparation. Cranial measurements are shown in Table 1. The skulls 
show the following characte ristics: bo th of them had an unusually sho rt rostrum, 
the shortest among living cetaceans, and a marked asymmetry with no independent 
jugal. A well-developed facial depressio n and a pronounced saggital septum extend
ing from the narial aperture to the ven ex (Caldwell , D.K. & M.C. Caldwell, 1989., 
op. cit.). In 1979 Ross, G.J.B. (1979. Ann. Cape Prov. Mus. (Nat. H ist.) 11:259-327) 
repo n ed tha t in K. breuiceps, the septum is broad near its apex and slopes gradually 
into the crania l fossae o n each side, while in K. simus, the septum is nar row, with 
nearly vertical sides, and o ften pinched poste rio rly. 
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Fig. 1. Stranding locations of the three cetacean species in Veracruz coast 
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The mandibles of K. simus, are unusually so delicate, a lmost translucent 
(Nagorsen , D. 1985. Mammalian Species N2 239, pp. 1-6) that we have to manipu
late them with special care. 

The males of K. breuiceps, reach sexual maturity at 270 cm (Ross, G.J.B. 1979, op. 
cit.), then the Veracruz dwarf sperm whale must have been a physically and sexua lly 
mature male. 

In the review of a videotape film, we were able to recognize squid beaks and 
shrimp on the fore stomach of the dwarf sperm whale; on the other hand, the 
pygmy sperm whale 's fore stomach had great quantities of squid ink. Both animals 
presented nematodes in their stomachs and intestine tracts. It's known that the 
dwarf and pygmy sperm whales feed on squid, crabs, shrimps and fishes (Schmidly, 
DJ. 1981. Marine mammals of the southern United States coast and the Gulf of Mexico. U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, Office ofBiological Service, Washington, D.C. FWS/ OBS-
80/ 41, 163 pp). 
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The dwarf sperm whale also presented two circular holes, one of which was 
found on the right lobe of the tail and the other on the left pectoral fin probably 
made by a cookie-cutter shark Isistius brasiliensis. 

In the northern part of Gulf of Mexico man y strandings of these species appear 
to be directly related to the birth process as females with newborn calves often 
strand, as well as females whose ovaries and uteri show evidence of having been 
involved in birthsjust prior to stranding (Schmidly, DJ., 1981. op. cit.). 

In Mexico the cetaceans records of those species are very scarce (sightings or 
strandings) especially in the gulf of Mexico, where there is little research in pelagic 
areas. These records confirm the presence of dwarf and pygmy sperm whales in the 
southern part of the Gulf; other Mexican records of genera Kogia have occurred in 
the Gulf of California (Maldonado, F. et al., 1985. Memorias IX Reunión Internacional 
para el Estudio de los Mamíferos Marinos, UABCS, pp. 9; Vida!, O. et al., 1985. Mar. 
Mamm. Sci. 3(4):354-356; Delgado-Estrella, A., pers. obs. ). 

The third stranding was of amale pigmy killer whale (Feresa attenuata), 246 cm 
in total length and 150 kg weight The number of teeth, total length and pectoral 
fin shape were used to distinguish it from the other small whales like Peponocephala 
electraand Pseudorca crassidens (Leatherwood, S. & RR Reeves, 1983. op. cit. ). It was 
found in Punta Villa Rica (19° 41.4' N- 96° 24.2' W) (Fig. 1) on 4January, 1996. The 
pygmy killer whale arrived ata rock y shore; the live animal was recove red and taken 
in a pickup truck to the Veracruz Aquarium, where it was kept in a circular pool (5 
m of diameter and 1.40 m depth). The animal showed dermal injuries on the ab
dominal and dorsal regions; furthermore , as it could not maintain buoyancy it was 
placed in a pallet in the water. 

The pygmy killer whale died 22 hours after arrival. In the necropsy we found the 
lungs with evidence of pneumonia and stomach with ulcers and t1ematodes. These 
factors may have complicated the situation of the animal and could have been the 
cause of death; moreover, blood in the abdominal cavity was found . 

The pygmy killer whale is a pelagic species that inhabits warm and tropical wa
ters (Caldwel, D.K. & M.C. Caldwell, 1975. Cetology 18:1-4. ). The only previous record 
of this species in the Mexican area of the Gulf of Mexico is a stranded individual 
found near Tampico, Tamaulipas (Villa-R. , B. & E. Hoz Zavala, 1997. Colección 
Cienúfica No. 357. Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, México, pp.367-
372). 

The three strandings had a common factor in that the animals arrived at the 
shore alive and they in the chase of their preys or by illness approached shallow 
water and were trapped in the sand or in the breaking zone. 

With these records at Mexican shores, we can achieve more information about 
the existence and abundance of cetaceans not previously recorded and we think 
that it is necessary to set up a stranding network to obtain more and better informa
tion. 
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