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Abstract. A group of Mesoplodon europaeus (Gervais, 1885), Gervais’ Beaked Whales, were recorded along the 
Demerara Plateau (Suriname) at depths of 2,300 and 2,700 m.  These are the first records of the species within the 
Guiana Basin. The Demerara Plateau may well offer an important habitat for deep-diving beaked whales, but fur-
ther research is needed. We emphasize that, in light of a recent increase in oil and gas exploitation activities, there 
is an urgency to develop effective regionally and nationally specific conservation measures for whales in Suriname. 
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Introduction
Beaked whales (family Ziphiidae) are among the least 
known of all mammalian groups comprising at least 
23 species globally (Committee on Taxonomy 2020). 
Beaked whale species generally occur in deep offshore 
waters, and most information is gathered from stran-
ded animals compared to only a few recorded high-
-quality observations of beaked whales sighted at sea 
(e.g., Bachara et al. 2018; Pitman et al. 2019; Rosso et 
al. 2020). All species of beaked whales are, therefore, 
incompletely described, and most knowledge regarding 
these species is based on examinations of a few stran-
ded individuals (Hooker et al. 2019).

Mesoplodon europaeus (Gervais, 1885), Gervais’ 
Beaked Whale, remains one of the lesser known of all 

the beaked whale species (Shipley et al. 2016; Bachara et 
al. 2018; Zachos 2018). This is mainly due to the difficul-
ty in both the detection and identification of Mesoplo-
don species in general. The distribution of M. europaeus 
is therefore also little known. It is believed to inhabit 
tropical and warm-temperate waters across the north-
ern and central Atlantic Ocean. Most stranding records 
are from the western side of the North Atlantic, with 
the majority coming from the southwest North Atlan-
tic (Jefferson et al. 2015). Because of the low number 
of M. europaeus sightings at sea, there are consequent-
ly only a few photographs or video materials available 
for this species (Shipley et al. 2016). The presence of M. 
europaeus remains uncertain for many countries that 
fall within the assumed geographical distribution (the 
tropical and warm temperate waters of the Atlantic 
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Ocean), including Suriname and the neighbouring 
countries of French Guiana and Guyana (Pitman and 
Brownell 2020).

Here we report on a sighting of a group of M. euro-
paeus off Suriname, observed on the western flanks of 
the Demerara Plateau during a survey of megafauna in 
September 2021. This was the second of two offshore 
surveys carried out in 2021, which aimed to collect 
information on the distribution and occurrence off 
Suriname of marine megafauna (cetaceans, turtles, 
elasmobranchs, and avifauna). Both surveys were part 
of a Marine Spatial Planning project (2017–2021) and 
built further upon the cetacean study by De Boer (2015). 

Methods
An 18 m long sailing catamaran (the SV Guyavoile.973) 
was used to conduct a 6-day marine megafauna sur-
vey (23–28 September 2021) along the continental 
shelf and the western flanks of the Demerara Plateau 
offshore Suriname (Fig. 1). The Demerara Plateau is a 
submarine continental relief which stretches for about 
380 km along the coast and is about 250 km wide from 
the shelf-break (Reuber et al. 2016). The Plateau lies in 
relatively shallow waters of approximately 700 m, but 
in the northwest, the Plateau rapidly reaches depths of 
3,000–4,500 m (Fig. 1). The vessel departed from the 
mouth of the Maroni River and concluded after six days 
in Paramaribo (Fig. 1). The observation team consisted 
of seven marine mammal observers. At all times, at 
least two experienced cetacean observers were on duty, 
and rotations were performed every hour. The obser-
vers scanned the sea predominately with the naked eye 
but used binoculars (7 × 50 and 10 × 42) to scan the 
horizon, aiding species identification and group-size 
estimations. Positive identification through obtaining 

photographs of the sighted species was often necessary 
with distant sightings or difficult to identify species. 
Equipment included a Canon 80d camera with an EF 
100–400 mm f/4.5–5.6L IS II USM lens and a Nikon 
D7500 camera with a AF 300 mm f/4 lens. A Sony 
A6400 video camera with a Tamron 28–75 mm F2.8 
lens was also used. When an individual or a group of 
cetaceans was detected, the following sighting data was 
recorded: species identification to the lowest possible 
taxonomic level, school size, behaviour, radial distan-
ce, bearing and geographic position. When a sighting 
was made, the vessel would slow down, either by swi-
tching off the motor or lowering the sails and remain 
stationary to confirm species identification and to esti-
mate group size. Environmental observations were also 
collected during the survey, including wind speed and 
direction (using the ship’s wind meter), swell height 
and visibility (estimated by eye), and Beaufort sea sta-
te (BSS). A Garmin GPS (Garmin GPSMAP 78sc) was 
used for logging the ship’s position every minute.

Results
Mesoplodon europaeus (Gervais, 1885)

Figures 2, 3
New records. SURINAME – Offshore • Demerara Pla-
teau, western flank; 08°32′47.76″N, 054°45′21.99″W; 
2300 m depth; 26.IX.2021; M. Pool, M.V. Bergh, T. 
Willems obs. • same locality; 08°32′48.32″N, 054° 
45′22.29″W; 2300 m depth, 26.IX.2021; Pool M, Bergh 
MV, Willems T obs. 

At least two breaching beaked whales were sight-
ed at a distance of 400 m from the catamaran at 
16:13 local time. The breaching events occurred on 
two separate occasions involving 2 or 3 animals. The 

Figure 1. A. Presumed global distribution of Mesoplodon europaeus. B. Records of M. europaeus and other beaked whales in Suri-
name. Grey and black symbols are records reported in this study, green symbols show the positions of beaked whales recorded 
during previous surveys off Suriname. The locations of the Demerara Plateau and main bathymetric contours (in meters) are also 
shown. The Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is outlined in yellow (200 nm offshore), and the vessel’s GPS track is shown in black. 
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sailing catamaran slowly approached the place where 
the whales were last seen breaching and then remained 
stationary. At 16:16, one of the whales (Individual 1) 
surfaced at a distance of 200 to 300 m from the ves-
sel and several photographs were made. The whales 
were loosely grouped, surfacing at some distance from 
each other and conducting directional changes. At 
16:18, they arched their tailstocks at a shallow angle 
and dived. The whales stayed submerged for 13 min-
utes, during which the catamaran remained drifting. 
At 16:34, an adult male (Individual 2) surfaced at a dis-
tance of 100 to 150 m from the vessel. Both video and 
photographs were taken of this encounter. The whale 
surfaced up to 7 times, slowly moving away from the 

vessel before it steeply arched its tailstock and dived at 
16:35. The whales did not re-surface, and the survey was 
resumed at 17:00 with the vessel continuing to travel in 
a north-western direction. 

Identification. The general body length (4–5 m) and 
profile of the whales was similar to the typical shape of 
Mesoplodon species (Fig. 2). Individual 1 was brown-
-grey overall, showing some old, rounded scars and one 
fresh scar, most likely caused by a Isistius brasiliensis  
(Fig. 2B). The photographs revealed that the whale had a 
dark dorsal band which is diagnostic for M. europaeus, 
but that the vertical striping that is often evident in this 
species is not visible. We assume that the animal was 

Figure 2. Photographic sequence of surfacing of Mesoplodon europaeus, Individual 1 (adult female or maturing male). A. The 
diagnostic dark stripe (see arrow) and overall body profile confirm that this is a Gervais’ Beaked Whale. B. Lateral view (left side) 
and a relatively fresh bite from Isistius brasiliensis (Quoy & Gaimars, 1824), Cookie-cutter Shark, is evident (see arrow). C. Lateral view 
(right side). Photo credits:  T. Willems.
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an adult female or maturing male M. europaeus, as the-
re were no evident elongated scarring or erupting tee-
th visible (characteristics associated only with mature 
males; Jefferson et al. 2015).

The photographs revealed that Individual 2 had the 
general profile and typical shape of a Mesoplodon spe-
cies and had conspicuous teeth about one-third of the 
way back from the tip of the beak (Fig. 3A). The similar 
Mesoplodon mirus (True, 1913), True’s Beaked Whale, 
has teeth which are located at the tip of the beak, where-
as Mesoplodon densirostris (Blainville, 1817) Blainville’s 

Beaked Whale, has teeth that are located about halfway 
back from the tip of the beak and are strongly elevated 
(e.g. Jefferson et al. 2015). It is further evident that this 
adult male M. europaeus also displayed fresh tooth rake 
marks along the back of the body (Fig. 3C, D). 

Discussion
This note reports the first record of Mesoplodon euro-
paeus, Gervais’ Beaked Whale, in the waters of Suri-
name. During the present survey, on the same day at 
18:08, one unidentified beaked whale (Individual 3) was 

Figure 3. Photographic sequence of surfacing of Mesoplodon europaeus, Individual 2. A. Position of the teeth (see arrow). C, D. 
Presence of elongated scars. Photo credits: M. van den Bergh  and T. Willems (D).
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observed at a distance of about 200 m from the vessel at 
08°36′14.85″N, 054°51′0.67″W in waters with a depth of 
2,700 m. The whale was surfacing slowly and was only 
briefly seen. Individual 3 had the general body profile 
similar to the typical shape of Mesoplodon species (Fig. 
4). It had a paler forward body, but with fading day-li-
ght, it was not possible to obtain clear photographs to 
allow identification to species level. Only three previous 
beaked whale records are known for Suriname waters. 
Two of these sightings were reported during an aerial 
survey, of which one was identified as Ziphius caviros-
tris (Cuvier, 1823), Cuvier’s Beaked Whale (Ridoux et 
al. 2010). Another unidentified Mesoplodon species was 
recorded in shelf waters in 2015 and involved an adult 
male (due to the presence of elongated scarring (J.T. 
Saulino pers. obs.). 

Mesoplodon europaeus has also not been reported 
in the Guianas, neighbouring Guyana and French Gui-
ana (Pusineri et al. 2021). However, during aerial sur-
veys, Ziphius cavirostris have been reported on three 
occasions in September–October (Ridoux et al. 2010).  
The nearest record of M. europaeus is a stranded speci-
men from Brazil’s north-eastern coast (Martins et al. 
2004). Mesoplodon europaeus are the most frequently 
stranded Mesoplodon species along the Atlantic coast 
of the United States (Mead 1989), and it is also known 
from the Caribbean, with confirmed records from 
the Bahamas (Claridge et al. 2015; Shipley et al. 2016), 
Jamaica, Barbados, St. Vincent, Puerto Rico, the Virgin 
Islands, Cuba, Dominica, Trinidad, Curaçao, Bonaire 
(Mignucci-Giannoni 1989), the Dominican Republic 
(Toyos-Gonzales et al. 2000), and the Gulf of Mexico 
in the Yucatan region (Debrot and Barros 1994; Solis-
Ramirez 1995). There are also reports that the species 
has probably been caught in Caribbean small cetacean 
fisheries (Jefferson et al. 1993). 

The little-explored steep edges of the Demerara Pla-
teau may well offer an important habitat for deep-div-
ing beaked whales, such as M. europaeus, but further 
research is needed to study the habitat-use of these elu-
sive beaked whales. This is especially important in the 
light of the recent increase in oil and gas exploitation 
activities within Suriname and elsewhere within the 

Guiana Basin (Guyana and French Guiana), and these 
activities have been identified as a threat to key biodi-
versity areas in French Guiana (Pusineri et al. 2021). 
We emphasize that more systematic at-sea surveys, 
photo-identification, and behavioural studies are need-
ed to assess the status of all cetaceans and to develop 
effective regionally and nationally specific conserva-
tion measures, not only in Suriname waters but within 
the Guiana Basin as a whole. We also recommend that 
all research activities in this area report their marine 
megafaunal records, in order to gain a better under-
standing about the occurrence, distribution, and ecol-
ogy of beaked whales within the Guiana Basin.
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