WHERE ARE THE MEDITERRANEAN FIN WHALES WHEN THE SUMMER IS OVER?
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Fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus) is the largest marine predator currently observed in the
Mediterranean Sea. The population was found to be genetically distinct from the fin whales
found in the north Atlantic. Each summer, an estimated 1000 to 2000 individuals concentrate
in the Northern part of the occidental basin (Ligurian sea and Gulf of Lion) where they mainly
feed on the zooplankter (Meganycti phanes norvegica). However no clear picture has emerged
so far about their year round distribution and the question of possible migration between the
Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic remains unanswered. Information about the level of
isolation of that population is highly needed to determine its status and to insure its
conservation. In order to describe the yearly distribution of this fin whale population we
combined several indirect means of investigation. Firstly stable isotopes ratios of carbon
(13C/12C) and nitrogen (15N/14N) were measured along 13 baleen plates collected on
stranded animals on the French Spanish Mediterranean (n=11) and Atlantic coasts (n=2).
Anayses of 15N/14N indicate that these whales were mainly feeding on the secondary
trophics levels. The comparison of 13C/12C isotopic patterns of baleen plates and the whale's
krill prey sampled in the Mediterranean sea and Atlantic suggests that whales sampled in the
Mediterranean sea exhibited two different migratory behavior 8 fin whales appeared to be
resident to the Mediterranean while 3 individuals exhibiting large variation of their 13C/12C
ratio consistent with regular migrations to the Atlantic. Secondly, inward and outward fin
whale movements through the strait of Gibraltar were observed throughout the year. Findly,
in August 2003, 11 fin whales were tagged in the Ligurian sea with Argos satellite- monitored
radio tags to provide direct information on their distribution and movement thorough the year.



