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Observations of short-finned pilot whales (Globicephala
macrorhynchus) in the wild are relatively infrequent. This study
reports an opportunistic live sighting recorded on 12 February
2024 in the Lakshadweep Islands of the southeastern Arabian Sea,
based on vessel-based visual observations conducted aboard
FORV Sagar Sampada. The sightings occurred (10°43'74" N;
73°27'35" E), a small pod of six individuals, each approximately
3 m in length at 1800 m depth. Environmental conditions at the
sighting location were evaluated using both on-field and satellite-
sourced datasets. Sea surface temperatures (SST) ranged between
29 and 31.5 °C, while salinity values indicated moderately stable
oceanic conditions. Chlorophyll concentrations were relatively
low, signifying oligotrophic surface waters during the observation
period. These environmental characteristics may influence prey
availability and influence the habitat use by short-finned pilot
whales in the southeastern Arabian Sea.

[Keywords: Cetacea, Globicephala macrorhynchus, Indian EEZ,
Live sighting, Ship-based observation, Toothed whale]

Introduction

The Globicephala macrorhynchus Gray, 1846 is a
widely distributed oceanic delphinid that lives in
warm waters around the world'”. These whales are
commonly associated with deep offshore areas,
particularly near continental edges, around oceanic
islands, and where the sea floor drops steeply’®. They
are often seen where their prey, such as squids and
deepsea fish, are abundant’'®. Records of short-finned
pilot whales in the Indian Ocean are relatively limited,
with sporadic reports from Indian waters, Sri Lanka,
and adjacent regions. Most available information is
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derived from occasional sightings, reports of stranded
animals, and a few surveys in Indian waters and
nearby regions. Based on this, there is a need for
research to understand where these whales are found
and the habitats they prefer'''>. The Lakshadweep
i1slands, located in the southeastern Arabian Sea, have
a complex underwater landscape with seamounts and
oceanic conditions that support a wide variety of
marine life. There are also plenty of oceanic squids
here, which are important food for pilot whales. Even
though the environment seems suitable, there haven’t
been many systematic studies of whales and dolphins
in Lakshadweep'”"’. Building on this context, our
study describes an opportunistic sighting of short-
finned pilot whales in the Lakshadweep Islands and
explores surrounding environmental conditions using
both on-site observations and satellite data.

Materials and Methods

We carried out an exploratory survey on board
FORV Sagar Sampada (cruise No. 402) from 1 — 15
February 2024 as part of the Deep Ocean Mission
(DOM), to document seamount-related biodiversity
around the Lakshadweep archipelago. Opportunistic
marine mammal observations were made by a trained
Marine Mammal Observer (MMO) positioned on the
vessel’s bridge, with systematic visual observations
conducted from 0700 to 1900, using bigeye 25x150 MT
binoculars. We scanned the surrounding waters and
took photos with a Nikon D5 camera and a 400 mm
telephoto lens. For each observation, recorded key
details such as the date, time, GPS location, water
depth, distance to the animal, sea condition, wind,
visibility, etc. We confirmed species identification
with photos using standard field identification
guides™'".

The sightings occurred about 300 km from the coast,
in waters about 1,800 meters deep. To understand the
site environment, used both direct measurements and
satellite data. Also collected vertical profiles of
temperature, salinity, and dissolved oxygen with a
Conductivity—Temperature Depth (CTD) system. For
sea surface conditions, satellite data sets were obtained
for daily Sea Surface Temperature (SST) from
https://podaac.jpl.nasa.gov/dataset/ MUR-JPL-L4-
GLOB-v4.1 and for an eight-day running mean of Sea
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Surface Salinity (SSS) from https://podaac.jpl.nasa.gov/
dataset/SMAP_RSS L3 SSS SMI 8DAY-
RUNNINGMEAN V5. Furthermore, weekly
composites of chlorophyll concentration for the
second week of February 2024 were obtained from
https://oceandata.sci.gsfc.nasa.gov/cgi/getfile/ AQUA M
ODIS.20240210 20240217.L3m.8D.CHL.chlor _a.4km.
NRT.nc for the observation on February 12", 2024.

Result and Discussion

Marine mammal observations were conducted
during daylight hours throughout the survey period.
On 12" February 2024, while the vessel was
travelling southeast at approximately 5 knots, a small
pod of short-finned pilot whales was observed along
the southeast side of Andrott Island (10°43'74" N;
73°27'35" E) at 1535 hrs (Fig. 1), about 15 m from the
vessel. Six individuals were identified, representing a
mixed-age group consisting of 2 males, 2 females,
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and 2 juveniles. The average group size for this
species is typically around 20. Although pilot whales
are typically reported in larger pods ranging from a
few tens to several hundred individuals, smaller
groups have also been documented in offshore
waters'2, The observed short-finned pilot whale
exhibited key morphological characters, including a
robust, stocky body and a distinctly bulbous melon, a
dorsal fin that is low, broad-based, pectoral fins that
are relatively short, broad and curved. Also noticed,
several individuals had scars, tooth rakes, and minor
injuries. The blow characteristics were also observed,
typically a low, bushy spout reaching 1 m in height.
Behavioural observations included slow travel and
occasional interaction near the vessel (see Fig. 2a—d).
Similar observations have been earlier reported in the
southeastern Arabian Sea'.

Regarding the environmental parameters, the
temperature profiles indicated a warm upper
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Fig. 1 — Sighting location of Globicephala macrorhynchus in the Lakshadweep Archipelago
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Fig. 2 — Few snapshots of short-finned Pilot whale Globicephala macrorhynchus at Andrott Island (Lakshadweep archipelago): a) Blow
pattern exhibited by the pilot whales show a bushy spout; b) Resting activity; ¢c) Two synchronising surfacing pilot whales; and d) Small

pod of Pilot whale (group size 6)

water column, with values exceeding 29 °C down to
approximately 80 m (Fig. 3a). Such thermal
conditions are consistent with those previously
reported as favourable for pilot whale occurrence'".
Surface salinity within the upper 40 m ranged
between 34.8 and 35 psu, while dissolved oxygen
concentrations varied from 4 to 6.5 mg L. Satellite-
derived sea SST values were elevated (29 — 31.5 °C)
in the surrounding region (Fig. 3b), reflecting the
warm surface waters typical of the central and
southern Arabian Sea. Similar associations between
pilot whale occurrence and warmer SST regimes have
been documented's. The SSS showed moderate values
(34.4 — 35.2 psu) at the sighting region (Fig. 3c),
situated between the northern part characterised by
the Arabian Sea High Saline Water mass (ASHSW)
and the southern part exhibiting the low saline
(< 34 psu) waters of the Bay of Bengal. Chlorophyll
concentration showed minimum values (< 0.2 mg m™)
in the vicinity of the pilot whale sighting location

(Fig. 3d). The Lakshadweep waters are the major
spawning ground for oceanic squids, contributing to
increased productivity in the region'.

Studies of free-ranging pilot whale populations have
increased in recent decades, particularly through photo-
identification  to  understand  social  structure
and site ﬁdelitylg'zo. However, in India, offshore
observations are still quite limited. The Lakshadweep
archipelago has recently become a focus of conservation
due to its high biodiversity, prompting the establishment
of new protected areas?'. Observations like this one add
important baseline information about cetaceans in the
region. Due to the lack of data on this species in Indian
waters, more field surveys are required to understand its
distribution and habitat associations. Opportunistic
sightings during oceanographic cruises provide valuable
early insights and can inform future monitoring. They
are currently listed as “Data Deficient” on the [UCN
Red List?®, which highlights the need for more
ecological research. In India, all cetaceans come under
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Fig. 3 — (a) In-situ profiles of temperature (°C), salinity (psu), and dissolved oxygen (mg/l) from CTD data; (b) Satellite data of sea
surface temperature (°C); (c) 8-day running mean of sea surface salinity; and (d) Weekly composite of chlorophyll concentration (2™

week February 2024) in the Eastern Arabian Sea

Schedule 1 of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972,
underscoring their conservation importance.
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