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ABSTRACT

The increase of the southern right whale (SEWbalaena australjspopulation might rise questions about the
reoccupation of previous sites. This report is mgiation of historical records of SRWs along tluast of the
Rio Negro province, Northeast Patagonia, to evaltle tendency of their occurrence in the area theepast
decade. A total of 308 records (425 whales) welleced over distinct coastal regions in Northeé@atagonia.
The majority of sightings were concentrated betwidenmonths July-October with a peak in August-Seyer
as was observed similarly in South Brazil, Urugaay central Patagonia. Groups consisted out ofli®iduals
on average whereas mother and calf pairs couldobereed in only 11% of the sightings. There wa@egal
increase in sightings over the subsequent yearsitpp®xplained by a cause-response relation afea®ing
sightings and increasing effort. The informatioegemted in this report could suggest a similar thgsis of
reoccupation in the province of Rio Negro, Argeatias was suggested to be occurring along the essttrn
coast of Brazil, Uruguay and the Santa Cruz pravinf Argentina. Data are too preliminary however, t
determine the importance of this area for the répection and/or migration of this species. Neveghs) the
presented data completes an evolving databasesgfrfsence of SRWs along the whole Patagonian esast
was recommended by the International Whaling Corsimisin 2001. More data and systematic effort isdeel

to obtain the information on the ecology of SRWsdha Rio Negro province, needed for the impleméniabf
conservation measurements in the waters of theimriaV jurisdiction, specially in the touristic aef the
Natural Protected Area Bahia San Antonio.
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INTRODUCTION

The distribution of southern right whales (SR\Webalaena australjsranges between 18°S and 50°S (de
Oliveira Santost al., 2001). Every year, these whales migrate from themmer feeding grounds to the coast
of many southern continents and islands, mainlgnéde and calve (Best, 2000; Payne, 1976; Whitekéadl,
1986; Paynest al, 1990; Rowntreet al, 2001). The most important known calving areastiese whales are
Peninsula Valdés (Argentina), Santa Catarina (Bré&zlioreset al., 2000; Bastida and Lichtenstein de Bastida,
1984; Payne, 1986; Payeeal, 1990; Rowntreet al, 2001), South Africa (Best, 1970; 1981; 1990; 2UBest
and Underhill, 1990; Best and Ruther, 1992), AlistréBannister, 1990; 2001; Burnell and Bryden, 199
Burnell, 2001) and New Zealand (Patenaetlal, 1988; Patenaude and Baker, 2001).

It was observed that SRWSs can be seen along tlestsowith high predictability (Best, 2000), infation used
previously by whalers to hunt them (Elwen and B2604), depleting their population during the XVdhd
XIX century (IWC, 2001). Nowadays SRWs seem to ehaith the same predictability but, due to thetpas
depletion of the population, to a lesser extenavéial and Best, 2004).

As it was estimated that the population of SRWgraving annually (Best, 1990; Payatal, 1990; Cookeet
al., 2001), historical wintering grounds may gradudlé/reoccupied by these whales (de Oliveira Sagitas.,
2001; Ifiguezt al, 2003; Piedrat al.,2006; Belgranet al.,2007).
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This report was made to evaluate the occurren@Rd¥/s from 1991 up to 2008 along the northeasteastoaf
Patagonia, located, together with Uruguay (Pieslraal, 2006), between the two important breeding areas
Peninsula Valdés and Santa Catarina at more oR@f#sn and 2000km respectively. The presented rdaght
complete a gap of information along the Southwesantic, taking into account that the achievemeht o
information on the past and present distributioSBfVs was requested by the IWC (2001).

METHODS

Historical and recent data on sightings of SRWsiglthe northern coast of the San Matias gulf, prewiRio
Negro (41°2’S — 62°47'W to 40°45’S - 65°2'W), Nagdst Patagonia, were recovered from the authotisgda
from 1991 until 2008. For the purpose of this sfuthg coast of the province Rio Negro was dividedistinct
observation areas: Natural Protected Area Bahi8afeAntonio (NPABSA), Natural Protected Area Cald¢a
los Loros (NPACL), Bahia Creek (BC), Bahia RosaR)(B\atural Protected Area Punta Bermeja (NPAPB) an
the Rio Negro estuary (ERN)(fig. 1).

All data have been collected during land-based rvhsiens. Notes were taken on group size, group
composition, location and environmental conditisrtgen possible. Unpublished data from occasionditisigs,
journals and photographic regional banks have lzdsm included.

The term ‘group’ was defined as individuals at alen distance, exhibiting the same general behaviGroups
were classified as groups with calves and groupbkowut calves, a calf being more or less half tlze sif an
adult, swimming irclose association with an adult and presentinggeaoloured callosities.

Statistical analysis was performed using STATISTIEA and Zar (1996).

Figure 1: Location of the study area in Northeagagonia marking the different observation sitesfeRences: Natural Protected Area Bahia
de San Antonio (NPABSA), Natural Protected Areae@abe los Loros (NPACL), Bahia Creek (BC), Bahéad® (BR), Natural Protected
Area Punta Bermeja (NPAPB) and Rio Negro estuaRNE

RESULTS

Frequency and locations

A total of 308 sightings (425 whales) were recordedween February 1991 and January 2008 along the
northern coast of the Rio Negro province, North&@shgonia. The majority of the sightings were rded in

the months July-October (79%), during which whalegld be seen in all the observation sites.

Of all the sightingsri=308), most were recorded in the Natural Proteftes Bahia de San Antonio (41%) and
the Natural Protected Area Punta Bermeja (37%dWad by Natural Protected Area Caleta de los L(1686),
Bahia Creek (6%), Bahia Rosas (3%) and the Riod\esfuary (3%) (fig. 2). Figure 3 visualizes thedency
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of the sightings per observation area per monthereds figure 4 shows the increasing tendency terebs
SRWs along the coast of Northeast Patagonia bet&@@h and 2007 in the different study areas. Defarb
2001 are too scarce per observation site to bepted.
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Figure 2: Percentage of SRW sightings between 28@B-over the different study areas in Northeatideeia (=308).
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Figure 3: Sighting tendency of SRWs per study arddortheast Patagonia between 1991-208808). References: Natural Protected Area

Bahia de San Antonio (NPABSA=127), Natural Protected Area Caleta de los LoNBACL; n=30), Bahia Creek (B)=17), Bahia
Rosas (BRn=10), Natural Protected Area Punta Bermeja (NPARH14) and Rio Negro estuary (ERMN;10).
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Figure 4: Tendency of SRW sightings along the co&dfiortheast Patagonia between 2001-2068285). References: Natural Protected
Area Bahia de San Antonio (NPABS#115), Natural Protected Area Caleta de los LOMRACL; n=28), Bahia Creek (BG=13), Bahia
Rosas (BRn=8), Natural Protected Area Punta Bermeja (NPARR;11) and Rio Negro estuary (ERMN;10).

Additionally, data on the presence of SRWs are @en to other regions along the Atlantic coast ofitB
America in table 1.

Summer Autumn Winter  Spring
Authors / Location JFM AMJ J ASOND

Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and
Espirito Santo, Brazil

(de Oliveira Santost al.,2001 ) X X X X X X X
Santa Catarina, South Brazil

(Parmejane and Groch, 2006) X X X X X X X X
Uruguay (Piedrat al, 2006) X X X X X
Rio Negro province, Patagonia

Argentina (This report) X X X X X X X X X X X X
Peninsula Valdés, Patagonia

Argentina (Sironket al, 2005) X X X X X X X X X

Santa Cruz province, Patagonia
Argentina (Ifigueztal, 2003) x X X X X X X X X X X X

Table 1: SRW presence in the Southwest AtlantanfNorth to South.

Group size and composition

In 62% of the sightingsnE308), group size could be estimated accuratelwsigpthat groups contained on
average 2 individuals (SD=0.46+191) ranging from one to seven (fig. 5). The agergroup size was similar
over the different study areas (fig. 6). The maximamount of whales counted at the same time isdh®e area

was 12 observed in NPABSA (September 20€Z) and NPAPB (June 200i51).
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Figure 5: Group sizes of SRWs along the coast oftidast Patagonia between 1991-2088.01).
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Figure 6: Mean group size for the different obstovaareas in Northeast Patagonia between 1991-28B91). References: Natural
Protected Area Bahia de San Antonio (NPABSA; SD41nt68), Natural Protected Area Caleta de los Loro8ANL; SD=1.52,n=28),
Bahia Creek (BC; SD=1.14=7), Bahia Rosas (BR; SD=0.6%;7), Natural Protected Area Punta Bermeja (NPAPRB+®&98;n=77) and
Rio Negro estuary (ERN; SD=2.0%;4).

Confident mother-calf pair observations represamy 41% of all sightingsn=308) whereas up to 34% of the
groups were observed without calves. Neverthelms$5% of the occasions, group composition couldbeo
determined accurately (fig. 7).
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Figure 7: Group composition of SRW along the coafsthe Rio Negro province, Northeast Patagonia éetw1991-2008nE308;
MC=group with calf; WC=group without calves; NC=rabassified).

Figure 8 shows the presence of mothers and cabergtioe different months of the year in the NPABSW &IPAPB. Values
for the other observation sites were negligible.
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Figure 8: Tendency of SRW mothers and calves sightin the Natural Protected Area Bahia de Sanrmmt(NPABSA) and Natural
Protected Area Punta Bermeja (NPAPB) (1991-2008).

DISCUSSION

In general, little is known about the presence BIA% in the Southwest Atlantic outside of Penindtdgddés

(Floreset al, 2000; de Oliveira Santcet al., 2001; Ifiguezet al, 2003; Piedrat al, 2006; Parmejane and
Groch, 2006; Belgranet al.,2006, 2007; Palazzo and Groch, 2007). Data predentthis report provide the
first information on the occurrence of SRWs alohg nhorthern coast of the Rio Negro province, Nashe
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Patagonia. Although it presents the combinatiorbath systematic and occasional observations, gnitire
effort of various authors, the amount of data oi#diwas noteworthy, recording over 300 SRW siglsting

The majority of sightings were observed in NPABSAI &NPAPB, probably due to the higher observatidoref
in these areas. A comparable peak in sightingsfawasd over the months August-September in all okzém
sites. This peak was also similar to the one oleskealong the southeastern coast of Brazil (Fletes., 2000;
de Oliveira Santost al.,2001; Parmejane and Groch, 2006), Uruguay (Piedas, 2006) and Peninsula Valdés
(Payne, 1986). Moreover, the exact peak in Augastoides with the local peak of calf observatioNsete that
mother and calf pairs were only observed in the RBA and NPAPB. This matter, however, is discusséd w
the combination of the large amount of non-clasdifjroup compositions and the lower effort in NPABIC,
BR and ERN.

During the period 1991-2008, SRWs could be seeleadt once in every month of the year in one of the
observation sites, although it must be said th& d@m the summer months were extremely scarceenVh
compared to other regions of the Southwest Atlaittis found that the presence of SRWs duringsteamer
months was rarely found and/or was not publishedrany sites.

The presented preliminary data might show an irsingatendency of the presence of SRWs in Northeast
Patagonia over the last decade. Although this mightt mere reflection of an increasing observatitbort, a
cause-response interaction between increasingrsighdnd increasing effort may not be denied. Rijgothesis
might be further supported by the similar evolutiorsighting tendency along the different obsenmasites on

the northern coast of the Rio Negro province. Caatkal. (2001) estimated an annual growth rate of 6.9% for
the Argentine SRW population. This recovery miglet teflected in the distribution of the SRWs and the
reoccupation of historical wintering sites. Suclpdihesis has been suggested for South Brazil §ktral,
2000; de Oliveira Santost al., 2001), Uruguay (Piedrat al.,2006) and Southeast Patagonia (lfiigaeal,
2003; Belgranet al, 2007), and might be suggested in Northeast Patadpy this report.

Data are too preliminary however, to conclude wketbr not the area is a reproduction area. Mothétis
calves (MC) were recorded in only 11% of the sigip, therefore suggesting that the study areatis moain
calving nor nursing ground. On the other hand, ltige amount of unclassified group compositions%b5
combined with a mean group size of 2 individualéghh underestimate the quantity of MC in the arEhe
observed group sizes, however, do question thethgpis of a breeding ground, as typical mating gsowere
found to be larger on average by Betstl (2003). In any case, further research is neealethtify this point of
discussion, utilizing the methodology of photo-itiication on a short term base to determine thpdrtance of
this region for the reproduction and/or migratidrs®Ws.

In Argentina, the SRW was declared ‘Natural Monuthém 1984, protecting this species in waters under
national jurisdiction. In the province of Rio Negtbe SRW is being protected since 1997 by theipciad law
3130, additionally indicating the requirement tovastigate the SRWs along the coasts under provincia
authority. Recently in 2006, the SRW was declafddtural Monument’ in Rio Negro by the provinciaiMa
4066 as was done previously in the other Argentiagagonian provinces (Failla, 2004). With this law,
commercial whale-watching activity was approved figvincial authorities, as was the first legalieation
‘immersion with whales’ in Argentina. The effect wfurism based on cetaceans has been the aim efatev
workshops in the last years (IFAW, Tethys Reseérstitute and Europe Conservation, 1995; IFAW, Wi
WDCS, 1997; IFAW, 1999; 2000) pointing out thatréhés a great individual variety of responses withnd
among cetacean species particularly while theyodymre, feed or migrate. It was therefore recommerbat
one should evaluate in each case and speciesgfesbiquantity of possible impact factors (IWC, @98

At this point, the authorities of the Rio Negro ynze are composing regulations and an accurategement
plan for the approved whale-based tourism. Forrbéson, further systematic research should provsdeith
the information needed for the composition and an@ntation of such conservation measurements, iaipec
for the actual touristic Natural Protected Area Bade San Antonio.
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