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RESCUE, HANDLING AND RELEASE OF A MELON-HEADED WHALE, PEPONOCEPHALA
ELECTRA, STRANDED IN CEARÁ, NE BRAZIL
MONICA REGINA ALVES MOTTA1 AND CRISTINE PEREIRA NEGRÃO SILVA1
The melon-headed whale, Peponocephala electra (Gray, 1846), is a small cetacean that can reach 280cm in total length
and weigh between 160 to 275kg (Bryden et al., 1977). It has an elongated body, with long and sharply pointed
pectoral fins, and a tall and falcate dorsal fin (Hetzel and Lodi, 1993). The shape of the head is triangular. The body
coloration is predominantly black with gray areas on the ventrum (Jefferson and Barros, 1997). The skin of both
upper and lower lips is white (Nakajima and Nishiwaki, 1965).
Melon-headed whales have a worldwide distribution in tropical and subtropical seas, however little is known
about the distribution of these animals in the Atlantic Ocean (Mullin and Jefferson, 1994). This species prefers
offshore habitats (Perrin, 1976; Perryman et al, 1994), living in pods of 100 to 500 animals, with a known maximum
of about two thousands individuals (Jefferson et al., 1993).
The first documented mass stranding of melon-headed whales in the South Atlantic Ocean occurred in Bahia
state, Brazil (Lodi et al., 1990). Subsequent records of this species along the Brazilian coast have been made for
Fernando de Noronha Island (Hetzel and Lodi, 1993), and the states of Alagoas (Fragoso et al., 1994), Espírito
Santo (Gasparini and Sazima, 1996), Ceará (Alves Jr. et al., 1996), Sergipe (Serra et al., 2000) and Rio Grande do
Norte (Medeiros, 2003).
Since 1994, AQUASIS2 staff has been recording marine mammal strandings along the coast of Ceará state, carrying
out rescue operations, treatment procedures, recovering carcasses and performing necropsies.
The objective of the present work is to discuss the most recent rescue and release of a specimen of melon-headed
whale (Peponocephala electra) in Ceará state.
On 5th May 2003, around 6:00 a.m., a live female Peponocephala electra (REMANE # 02C1512) measuring 245cm
in total length, stranded next to Canoa Quebrada beach (04º31’53.2” S, 37º40’16.7” W), Ceará state, northeastern
Brazil (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Stranding site of a melon-headed whale (P.electra) in Ceará state, northeastern Brazil.
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After unsuccessful efforts by local residents to push the
whale back into the water, the animal was placed in a
6m diameter artificial pool containing treated
freshwater, located in a resort near the stranding site.
AQUASIS rescue team arrived on site at 2:30 p.m., three
hours after receiving the first call. The whale did not
present any resistance to the handling. Biometry,
according to the Brazilian Action Plan for the Aquatic
Mammals (IBAMA, 2001), and general health
assessment procedures were conducted.
During clinical examinations, the whale was alert, with
positive corneal reflex and good jaw tone. In the pool,
the animal’s behavior was restful, showing sporadic
swimming movements and good flotation. There were
no signs of bleeding or discharges from the mouth,
blowhole, anal or genital openings.
The individual was thin, with superficial red lesions without
scar borders spread over the body. Lung assessment
indicated a discreet crackle on the left side. Respiratory and
heart rates assessment showed a range from 3-4 b.p.m and
100-110 b.p.m, respectively. Blood samples were not
collected due to the dehydrated state of the animal.
During the clinic assessment, the animal was treated
with long-term antibiotics, vitamin complex and antiinflammatory (Table 1). Considering the dehydrated
state of the whale, the fact that it remained in the pool
during at least five hours, could have induced it to drink
freshwater, possibly helping to restore the salt and water
balance, as suggested by Geraci and Lounsbury (1993).

After three hours of observation, considering the
reasonable clinical condition of the animal, maturity and
favorable oceanographic and logistic conditions, the
AQUASIS team opted to release the animal. Scars and
individual marks were photographed so that the animal
could be recognized in case of restranding.
The release procedure was carried out with the assistance
of a shrimp trawler-type motorboat. The animal was
removed from the pool and taken to sea in a stretcher,
and then lifted into the boat. The goal was to reach
approximately 4km from the coast, according to the
pelagic distribution of this species. However, during the
trip, possibly due to the effects of the transport, the whale
started to show signs of acute stress and shock, with
mydriasis, negative corneal reflex and dorsal curving.
The whale had to be immediately released 1km from
the coast. In the water, it showed a good swimming
reflex with synchronized breaths. The animal was
heading west, when it was sighted for the last time,
swimming parallel to the coast.
Soon after release, monitoring from land began (at
about 5:30 p.m.), and it ended past midnight. Fortyeight hours after releasing the animal, a new
monitoring effort was carried out, with the assistance
of the local Brazilian Environmental Agency (IBAMA).
Fishermen and AQUASIS volunteers in coastal
communities near the stranding site were contacted to
report any information regarding the animal. No
evidence of restranding was reported.

Table 1. Drugs used in the treatment of a melon-headed whale (P. electra) in Ceará state, northeastern Brazil.

DRUGS
Pentabiótico Veterinário Pequeno Porte
Benzathine Benzylpenicillin 600.000 IU
Procaine Benzylpenicillin 300.000 IU
Potassic Benzylpenicillin 300.000 IU
Diiestreptomicina Sulfato (base) 250mg

DOSE

ADMINISTRATION

PURPOSES

4 ml

M

Antibiotic

12 ml

O

Stimulant

Fine layer

T

Anti-inflammatory

®1

Estreptomicina Sulfato (base) 250mg
Potenay Oral NF®1
Mephentermine Sulfate 66.7mg
Vitamin B2 14.0mg
Vitamin B6 10.0mg
Nicotinamida 140.0mg
Calcium Glycerylphosphate 500.0mg
Manganese Glycerylphosphate 50.0mg
Potassium Glycerylphosphate 100.0mg
Sodium Glycerylphosphate 1000.0mg
q.s.p. 100.00ml
Omcilon –A Orobase®2
Triancinoloma Acetonido 1mg/g

Drug Administration: (M) intramuscular; (O) oral; (T) topic.
Fort Dodge Laboratory.
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According to Bryden et al (1977), P. electra females reach
sexual maturity between 225 and 227cm of total length.
In this case, with 245cm of total length, the animal was
considered mature.
The apparent weight loss suggests a chronic pathologic
process. The presence of a discreet disturbance in the
lung may indicate a disease in this organ, possibly in
the initial stage of development, which can probably be
related to the cause of the stranding. The skin lesions
were considered recent and are most likely associated
with superficial damage due to the intertidal beach rocks
present in the stranding area.
Needham (1993) cited a normal respiratory rate in a
cetacean rangeing from 1 to 4 breaths per minute, and
Walsh et al. (1990) considered the heart rate to range from
60 to 100 beats per minute. In that sense, although the
animal’s breath rate ranged 3-4 b.p.m and heart rate
ranged 100-110 b.p.m., those parameters were
considered reasonably normal due to stranding stress.
According to Perryman et al. (1994), virtually nothing
is known about pathology in melon-headed whales.
Morimitsu et al. (1986) suggested tissue damage
associated with parasitic infestation as a possible cause
of mass strandings related to this species. AQUASIS
registered five prior occurrences of P. electra in Ceará
coast (Alves Jr. et al., 1996; unpublished data), four of
them alive, all single strandings. In two of these
individuals it was possible to perform dissections of
the air sinuses and tympanic cavities and both showed
heavy parasitic infestation. However, it was impossible
to establish how much this factor contributed to the
strandings.
The decisions taken by the rescue team with a live
stranded cetacean depend on the size, age and clinical
state of the animal, in addition to the environmental
conditions, time and logistics available in the area
(Geraci and Lounsbury, 1993). Accurate assessment of a
stranded cetacean’s condition is a difficult undertaking.
Each stranding must be treated as a unique event with
an evaluation of all the available information.
According to Mayer (1996), pelagic species of cetaceans
may not adapt well to the stress of captivity and so
rehabilitation may inevitably be less successful. Ground
transportation is stressful for cetaceans and could only
serve a limited distance, as it may cause muscular
stiffness, inappetance, anaemia, pressure necrosis and
respiratory problems (Joseph et al., 1990).
In this case, if the specimen had been promptly removed
from the stranding area to the AQUASIS Marine
Mammal Rehabilitation Center, it would have taken over
2.5hr. How long a debilitated animal can tolerate even
the best quality transportation is not easily estimated,
since emergency clinical examinations performed in the
field usually rely on physical characteristics that cannot
accurately measure stress levels, as would lab exams
(e.g., blood samples). In any case, journeys over 2-3 hours
need careful justification, since prolonged handling all
add to the stress an animal experiences.
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Another factor taken into consideration is that the
AQUASIS Rehabilitation Center was designed for
newborn and juvenile manatees, and the size of the
pools is not adequate for pelagic cetaceans, which are
much more active than manatees. Kang (1980)
described melon-headed whales as nervous and
“flighty” in captivity. In the stranding of this P. electra
individual it was concluded that the immediate
treatment and release would probably give the cetacean
its best chance of survival as it limited the degree of
stress to which the animal would be exposed.
Mayer (1996) stated that very little information exists
about the success in rehabilitation or otherwise of
treatment of live stranded cetaceans, especially
concerning long term survival, which makes critical
evaluation of options a difficult task.
In this particular case, we considered the procedure
adopted by the rescue team the most adequate
alternative due to the conditions explained above, and
mainly due to the lack of proper cetacean rehabilitation
facilities in Brazil. However, since most stranding
situations are complex (Geraci and Lounsbury, 1993),
each stranding has to be dealt carefully considering the
clinical condition of the animal, and the resources
available, especially concerning logistics and
rehabilitation facilities.
Rescue and rehabilitation of cetaceans along the Brazilian
coast are still poorly documented, resulting in few
published data that serve as a base for medical care of
these animals. All data collected during these occasions
are extremely important to improve the knowledge on
cetacean strandings and treatment, especially those
classified by the IUCN (2003) as “data deficient”.
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