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We here provide a summary of all the dead and entangled sperm whale specimens which have 
been reported during the past three decades through the stranding networks of Spain, France and 
Italy, three countries where such networks were maintained at the national level during the periods 
considered. 
 
Stranding reports included here refer to the years 1979-2003 for Mediterranean Spain (Alnitak – 
Universidad Autonoma de Madrid 2002; Universidad de Barcelona 1994; Universidad de Valencia 
2002; Jose Marìa Brotons pers. comm.; Manel Gazo pers. comm.; Juan Antonio Raga pers. 
comm.); 1971-2002 for Mediterranean France (Collet et al. 1999; Duguy 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 
1977, 1978, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989a, 1989b, 1990, 
1992; Duguy & Budker 1972; Van Canneyt 2001, 2002; Van Canneyt et al. 1998, 1999, 2001, 
2003); and 1986-2001 for Italy (Centro Studi Cetacei 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 
1993, 1994, 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1997a, 1997b, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001).  
 
A synopsis of the data, totalling 229 individuals, is provided in Fig. 1, where the temporal trends 
are shown of the sperm whales found in the coastal zone of Mediterranean Spain, Mediterranean 
France, and Italy from 1971 to 2003.  Most of the records involved sperm whales that had been 
entangled in driftnets, as documented by the presence of net fragments or other tell-tale signs on 
the whales’ bodies (Podestà & Magnaghi 1989; Lazaro & Martin 1999).   
 
Sperm whale stranding rates in the Mediterranean were low until the mid-1980s, before pelagic 
driftnets greatly expanded in the region (Notarbartolo di Sciara 1990).  The few mass strandings of 
sperm whales documented in the Mediterranean occurred in the XVIII and XIX centuries, long 
before the period considered here (Notarbartolo di Sciara & Bearzi 2004).  By contrast, the 
numbers of individual sperm whale strandings recorded during the last three decades along the 
Spanish, French and Italian Mediterranean coasts have been extremely high, possibly among the 
highest regional stranding of sperm whales worldwide, and there is no reason to believe that 
documentation is complete.   
 
A first high peak of mortality occurred between 1987-89 (Fig. 1, A), shortly after a nation-wide 
cetacean stranding network operated by the “Centro Studi Cetacei” began collecting data in Italy in 
1986 (Cagnolaro & Notarbartolo di Sciara 1992).  The second peak (Fig. 1, B) represents in large 
portion the added contribution from Spain, and includes mostly whales found entangled in the 
Balearic Islands.  At that time the Italian driftnet fleet had expanded its operations westward, as a 
consequence of problems having developed in Italy in the 1990s due to widespread public 
awareness there of the high levels of cetacean mortality caused by driftnet fishing.   
 
The low levels of sperm whales in the stranding records of the region after 1998 stand in sharp 
contrast with the situation in the previous decades.  We interpret the virtual disappearance of 
sperm whales in the stranding records of France and the strong decline in the records from Spain 
and Italy, despite a steady improvement in stranding reporting in all three countries, as a likely 
indication that the species’ abundance has declined in the north-western Mediterranean Sea.  We 
also note that driftnet fishing continues in the Mediterranean in spite of national and international 
policies intended to prevent it (ACCOBAMS 2003; Tudela et al. 2003; Miragliuolo et al. in press). 
 
 
We thank Randall R. Reeves for providing useful and constructive suggestions. 
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Figure 1.  Strandings of sperm whales in Mediterranean Spain (1979-2003), Mediterranean France (1971-
2002), and Italy (1986-2001).   


