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The first sighting of Longman’s beaked
whale, Indopacetus pacificus in the

southern Bay of Bengal
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Information on at-sea sightings of beaked wholes are rare from the Indian and Sri-Lankan waters because of the relative
rarity of vessels working in deep oceans where these species are encountered. A recent survey onboard FORV ‘Sagar
Sampada’ brought out the first confirmed sighting of live animals of Longman’s beaked whole. Indopacetus pacificus from
the southern Bay of Bengal. The details of the sighting, illustrated with photographs are presented in this note.
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Indopacetus pacificus, Longman’s beaked whale (also known
as Indo-Pacific beaked whale or tropical bottlenose whale),
is an uncommon or rare ziphiid restricted to warmer waters
of the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Until recently it was one
of the least known species among living toothed whales, and
only vague information was available on its field character-
istics. But after the publications of Pitman et al. (1999) and
Dalebout et al. (2003), I pacificus became one of the more fre-
quently identified beaked whales. Before 2003 there were no
confirmed live sightings in the wild. Since then, however,
there have been at least eight new stranding records and at
least 65 at-sea sightings from the world’s oceans (Pitman,
2008). From the western and central tropical Indian Ocean,
Anderson et al. (2006) have listed 32 records, of which five
were from Sri Lanka. This note reports an at-sea sighting of
I pacificus in the southern Bay of Bengal.

A series of opportunistic surveys were conducted aboard
the Fisheries and Oceanographic Research Vessel ‘Sagar
Sampada’ (overall length: 71.4 m) to study the distribution
and diversity of cetaceans in the Indian EEZ and contiguous
seas. A single observer, equipped with a Nikon 10 x 50 mm
CFWP hand-held binocular and a Nikon D8o camera fitted
with Nikor 70-300 mm lens, collected data during daylight
hours. The sighted animals were identified at the time of
observation or subsequently with the help of photographs
and field notes. The species identifications were confirmed
with the aid of the field guide Marine Mammals of the
World (Jefferson et al., 2007) and other published materials.

On 28 January 2009 at 1330 h, during a recent marine
mammal survey cruise from the south-eastern Arabian Sea
to the Andaman Sea, we sighted a group of Longman’s
beaked whales in the southern Bay of Bengal at the position
of 6°18'N 85°50'E (Figure 1). The location of the sighting
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was about 220 nautical miles away from south-east coast of
Sri Lanka at a water depth of 3500 m. The sea surface temp-
erature was 28.6°C, which is well within the range (ie.
21-31°C) recorded for the species (Pitman et al, 1999). The
whales showed no reaction to the vessel as we passed within
100 m of them; we were in passing mode survey and unable
to approach them. No associated animals were observed.
The sea condition was Beaufort force 4 with good visibility.

The animals were identified as Indopacetus pacificus
(Longman, 1926) based on its large size, bulbous melon with
distinct beak, and the pale colour of the melon that extended
only as far back as the blowhole (Figure 2A-F). This differen-
tiates the species from similar-looking Hyperoodon spp. in
which the paleness on the melon extends posterior to the blow-
hole (Pitman, 2008). Circular and linear scars were visible in
some individuals, the former probably due to cookie-cutter
shark (Isistius spp.) bites. The apparent body colour of individ-
uals can vary depending upon age, sex and weather conditions
(Pitman et al., 1999; Anderson et al., 2006). The dorsal fin was
located behind the midpoint of the body and was relatively tall,
pointed and slightly falcate with a long base; this species has a
noticeably large dorsal fin (Pitman et al, 1999; Jefferson et al.,
2007). The ‘blow’ appeared low and bushy and slightly canted
forward, features also mentioned by Pitman et al. (1999) and
Anderson et al. (2006).

The group consisted of five whales with approximate body
length ranging from 5 to 6 m. The mean group size recorded
for the species from the western tropical Indian Ocean was 7.2
(Anderson ef al., 2006). It could be determined from the body
lengths that the group consisted of adults and sub-adults, as
the maximum recorded adult length of this species is 6.5 m
(Pitman, 2008).

According to Anouk Ilangakoon (personal communi-
cation) there were six records of the Longman’s beaked
whale from Sri Lanka. The first record was of a stranded
animal near Colombo harbour (west coast of Sri Lanka) in
1939. Alling (1986) reported two unconfirmed sightings of
Hyperoodon planifrons (southern bottlenose whale) off the
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Fig. 1. Map showing the locations of Longman’s beaked whales’ records from Sri Lanka and the southern Bay of Bengal.

east coast of Sri Lanka during the voyage of the ‘Tulip’. But
later Pitman et al. (1999), on detailed analysis, suggested
that the cetacean could be Indopacetus pacificus. The other
three records were from by-catch in gill-nets, two from the

south-west coast and one from the south coast of Sri Lanka
during a by-catch survey in 1991/1992 (Dayaratne & Joseph,
1993). There is no record for the Indian coasts.
Complementing the previous information, ours is the first

Fig. 2. (A-F) Longman’s beaked whales from the southern Bay of Bengal, 28 January 2009 (arrows highlight the distinctive features observed).
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confirmed sighting record, illustrated with photographs, for
wild animals of this species for the southern Bay of Bengal.

The waters off Sri Lanka and India are rich in cetacean
diversity and abundance with 27 species recorded so far
from Sri Lanka (Ilangakoon, 2006) and 25 species from
India (Kumaran, 2002). With seasonally changing blooms
of plankton supporting food chains and with deep water so
close to the shore, the southern Sri Lankan waters appear to
be a cetacean hotspot. More dedicated surveys in the area
can definitely bring out very interesting sightings.
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