BRYDE’S WHALE IN THE COASTAL WATERS
OF EASTERN AUSTRALIA
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ABSTRACT

While documented capture of B. edeni in eastern Australian waters is
limited to only a few records, inshore observations suggest that the species
is not uncommon. Aspects of osteology and baleen morphology in two
large stranded whales now housed in the Queensland Museum confirm
their identity as Bryde’s whales. Breaching behaviour and the “working” of
fish schools is discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Bryde’s whale (Balaenoptera edeni Anderson, 1878) is widely distributed
between latitudes 40°N and 40°S (Omura, 1959). Although Bryde’s whale has
been captured in the south-west Pacific Ocean to the east of Australia
(Kawamura, 1980) very few captures have been reported from the waters
adjacent to the east Australian mainland which lies between latitudes 11°37’S
and 39°04'S (Fig. 1). Information will be presented in this paper detailing
Bryde’s whale captures, strandings and field observations in the coastal waters
of eastern Australia. Specimens mentioned in this paper are lodged in the
following collections: Queensland Museum (J or JM), Victorian Museum (C).

CAPTURES

Between 1952 and 1962 shore stations at Tangalooma (27°11'S, 153°23'E)
and Byron Bay (28°37'S, 153°38'E) processed 7423 humpback whales
(Paterson and Paterson, 1984) and the industry was based almost exclusively
on that species. However, Bryden (1978) noted that on 14 September 1962 a
42 foot 3 inch [12.87 m] male sei or Bryde’s whale was captured by the chaser
Norfolk Whaler five miles north of Cape Byron and Best (1977) noted that he
had received data concerning two Bryde’s whales captured from the east
Australian shore stations in the early 1960s. Those captures and the small
numbers captured from the shore station at Carnarvon in Western Australia
(Chittleborough, 1959) occurred during the decline in humpback whale
stocks in Australian waters and may have been associated with attempts to
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Fig. 1. Eastern Australian mainland showing localities mentioned in text.

diversify the operations of the shore stations. No systematic survey of Bryde’s
whale abundance was conducted and in 1962, when humpback whale stocks

were commercially exhausted, the east Australian shore stations ceased all
whaling activity.

STRANDINGS

Skeletal elements of two whales, positively identified as Bryde’s whales at the
time of stranding by the characteristic three longitudinal ridges on the dorsal
aspects of their heads (Omura, 1962) have been deposited in the Victorian
and Queensland Museums (Table 1 and Figs 2 and 3). The two specimens are
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identity of JM4386 and J21713 as Bryde’s whales.

FIELD OBSERVATIONS

One of us (R.A.P.) has monitored the annual migration of humpback whales
from Point Lookout (27°26'S, 153°33'E) and Cape Moreton (27°02'S,
153°28’E) during the months of June to October yearly since 1978 (Paterson,
1987). During this period (an approximate total of 320 watching days) inci-
dental sightings of minke and Bryde’s whales were recorded. The latter were
positively identified when the characteristic rostral ridges, described above,
were seen. It was not uncommon for Bryde’s whales to be seen close inshore
near the headland at Point Lookout and in the surf-lines along adjacent
beaches.

Kawamura (1980) noted that Bryde’s whales have peak feeding periods
during early morning and late afternoon and the Point Lookout observations
appeared to support those findings but if schooling fish were present at other
times during the day behaviour considered characteristic of feeding was
observed. The behaviour included surface rushes, lunging and circling. On
occasions fish were seen leaping as the whales swam quickly through densely
packed schools.

Watson (1981) noted that Bryde’s whales seldom show their flukes and
fluke raising was not observed during any of the Point Lookout sightings.
Breaching was occasionally seen but it was not acrobatic, as is that of
humpback whales. When a Bryde’s whale breached it usually emerged partially
from the water and returned in the reverse direction but on two occasions
Bryde’s whales were seen to leap clear of the water in a horizontal position
and re-entered by a “belly-flop”.

Singles and pairs were the most common groupings and pairs occasion-
ally “worked” adjacent schools of fish. As mentioned above, observations were
conducted at Point Lookout from June to October and no assessment was
made of Bryde’s whale occurrence during the other months of the year. At
this latitude in eastern Australia the sea is warmest in February and coldest in
August. The average surface temperatures for February and August were
reported as 24.3°C and 18.9°C (Paterson, 1986). Although Bryde’s whales
were seen in all months from June to October they were most frequently seen
during August and September. Bryden (1978, pls 1-3) showed a photograph
of a Bryde’s whale seen near Cape Moreton (27°02’S, 153°28'E) during aerial
observations in September 1976.

As Bryde’s whales seen on successive days at Point Lookout may have
been the same animals it was not possible to estimate their abundance. How-
ever, the observations indicate that Bryde’s whales frequent the inshore waters
of eastern Australia between latitudes 27°S and 28°S at least during the winter
and spring months.
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