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ABSTRACT 

The Eastern South Pacific humpback whale population winter primarily off Colombia and Ecuador, and migrate south to the 
Antarctic Area I feeding ground during the austral summer. In recent years humpback whales have been recorded feeding in 
the Patagonian channels of South America during the summer and fall seasons. Previously, a first migratory link was 
established between the Magellan Strait feeding area and the primarily wintering grounds off Ecuador and Colombia, but also 
with new wintering grounds of Panama and Costa Rica. Here we present further evidence of a migratory relationship between 
the Magellan Strait and Panama, as well as we inform on four new matches between Magellan Strait and Ecuador. In the latter 
locality the animals have been sighted once on a single occasion, suggesting that they possibly are travelling towards northern 
waters. We report a re-sighting between the Magellan Strait and Panama which remarkably corresponded to the same matched 
individual previously reported by us for the same area. This whale has been recorded in the austral summers of 2003, 2004 
and 2005 in the Magellan Strait feeding area and off Panama during the austral winters of 2003 and 2004. This result suggests 
a strong site fidelity to the migratory destinations and reveals the importance of the Panama wintering area as the migratory 
destination for at least part of the humpback whales that feed on the Magellan Strait. 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Southern Hemisphere humpback whales of the breeding stock G winter primarily in low latitudes, off 
Ecuador and Colombia (Floréz-González et al. 1998; Scheidat et al. 2000; Félix & Haase 2001), and migrate 
south to the Antarctic management Area I (Mackintosh 1965; Stone et al. 1990; Stevick et al. 2004). However, 
other geographic areas are also occupied during the breeding and feeding seasons. Acevedo & Smultea (1995) 
and Rasmussen et al. (2001) reported new wintering areas off Panama and Costa Rica, which are also utilized 
by Northern Hemisphere humpback whales. Also new feeding areas have been recorded recently, within the 
Patagonian channels of South America, especially in the central portion of Magellan Strait (Gibbons et al. 
2003; Acevedo et al. 2004a). 
 
The migratory relationship between the Antarctic Peninsula feeding area and the Colombia/Ecuador breeding 
grounds has been supported by photo-ID (Stone et al. 1990; Garrigue et al. 2002; Stevick et al. 2004) and 
genetic analysis (Olavarría 1999; Caballero et al. 2000; Olavarría et al. 2000) while its migratory relationship 
with the Costa Rica wintering ground has been supported by photo-id (Rasmussen et al. 2003; 2004). 
 
The migratory relationship between humpback whales that feed in Magellan Strait and those from Ecuador, 
Colombia, Panama and Costa Rica wintering grounds has been supported by photo-ID. Actually, one 
individual was photo-ID in the Magellan Strait feeding area on the summer of 2003, then in Panama on the 
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winter of the same year and then back again in the Magellan Strait during the next summer, showing a strong 
fidelity to the feeding area (Acevedo et al. 2004b). 
 
In this report, we present a further evidence of a migratory relationship between the Magellan Strait and the 
Panama breeding ground. Also additional matches between Magellan Strait and Ecuador are reported and 
discussed in the context of migratory connections between feeding and breeding areas of the Southeastern 
Pacific humpback whale population. 
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
Cetacean surveys in the Magellan Strait area were undertaken between March 2003 and April 2005 by the 
Marine Biology Group of the Centre for the Studies of Quaternary Fuego-Patagonia (MBG/CEQUA,), on 
board of the vessel “Chonos”. The study area encompasses principally the central part of the Magellan Strait 
(Figure 1). 
 
A total of 74 humpback whales have been photo-identified, which were compiled in the catalogue of the 
MBG. This catalogue was compared with both catalogues of breeding grounds of Ecuador, Fundación 
Ecuatoriana para el Estudio de Mamíferos Marinos (FEMM) (n = 463 humpback whales) and Pacific Whales 
Foundation (n = 337 whales), as well as the catalogue of Southern humpback whales of the breeding grounds 
of Panama and Costa Rica, Cascadian Research Collective (n = 41 whales). 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSION 
 
Four new matches are reported between Magellan Strait and Ecuador. Humpback whales were photo 
identified first in Ecuador and then re-sighted in the Magellan Strait (Table 1 and Figure 2). In Ecuador 
whales were sighted only once while in the Magellan Strait three of these whales were sighted in two 
consecutive study seasons, and the last whale only in the present season. (Table1). The four whales were 
residents in the Magellan Strait by some time during the austral summer. 
 
Because the previous matches between Magellan Strait and Ecuador (Acevedo et al. 2004b) were also 
recorded only in one opportunity in that wintering ground, we speculate that these animals in the Ecuador 
winter area are migrating to northernmost winter area, possibly to Colombia, Panama or Costa Rica grounds, 
or other area not studied. 
 
A new match is reported between the Magellan Strait and Panama. Remarkably, this animal corresponds to 
the same individual (MBG/CEQUA #003 and CRC 1031) previously seen in both areas (Acevedo et al. 
2004b). This adult whale, which was identified as male by molecular methods (Olavarria et al. unpublished 
data), was recorded in March 2003 in the Magellan Strait, then off Panama in September 2003, then back to 
the Magellan Strait in February 2004, then off Panama in September 2004 and finally back again to the 
Magellan Strait in February 2005 (Table 2 Figure 3). This finding reveals the importance of Panama wintering 
area as a migratory destination for a part of the humpback whales of the Magellan Strait feeding area. Given 
these results it is possible that the northernmost wintering area for the Eastern South Pacific population (08ºN) 
is linked to the northernmost feeding area (Magellan Strait) (53ºS.). A similar situation was described by 
Calambokidis et al. (2000) for the eastern North Pacific population relating the southernmost wintering area 
in Panama/Costa Rica with the southernmost feeding area of California. 
 
Finally, results on photo-ID studies have not been consistent regarding sexual differences in site fidelity. 
Some studies suggest that the males show greater site fidelity than females (Craig & Herman 1997), but 
others are suggesting the opposite (Sladen et al. 1999, Garrigue et al. 2000). This finding of strong site 
fidelity of a male humpback whale is similar of the results informed by Calambokidis et al. (2000). These 
authors reported that known males from California were 2.2 times more likely to have been identified on a 
wintering ground than known females. A similar situation could be speculated for the Eastern South Pacific 
Population but this should be confirmed by further genetic analysis of the photo-identified whales. 
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Table 1. Summary of new matchings between Ecuador and Magellan Strait waters, until April 2005. 

Ecuador Magellan Strait 
ID  ID Summer 03/04 Summer 04/05 

FEMM#278 17/08/2002 GBM#040 12/02/2004 14/01/2005 
PWF-EC345 30/08/2003 GBM#028 09/01/2004 13/01/2005 
PWF-EC267 09/09/2003 GBM#038 11/02/2004 06/02/2005 
FEMM#415 12/07/2004 GBM#054 -- 19/12/2004 

 
 
 

Table 2.  Re-sightings of a single humpback whale (MBG/CEQUA #003 and CRC 1031) in the Magellan 
Strait and Panama, until April 2005. 

Magellan Strait Panama 
Date Position Date Position 

21/03/2003 53º39´03 S.; 72º14´36 W. 03/09/2003 08º00 N.; 82º01 W. 
12/02/2004 53º39´36 S.; 72º14´25 W. 07/09/2004 08º02.8 N.; 81º59.2 W. 
10/02/2005 53º39´08 S.; 72º15´01 W.   
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Figure 1. Map of the study area of the humpback whales in the fjord and channels of Chile. 
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 FEMM#278 GBM#040 
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 FEMM#415 GBM#054 
 

Figure 2.  New humpback whales matched between Ecuador and Magellan Strait. 
 
 

 
 GBM#003 (February 2003) CRC#1031 (September 2003) 

 

 
 GBM#003 (February 2004) CRC#1031 (September 2004) 

 

  
 GBM#003 (February 2005) 
 

Figure 3. Re-sightings of a same humpback whale between the Magellan Strait and Panama. 
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