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MOVEMENT OF HUMPBACK WHALES BETWEEN 
CALIFORNIA AND COSTA RICA 

We report on the migration of two humpback whales (Megaptera novaean- 
gliae) between central California and Costa Rica. Although humpback whale 
movements in the North Pacific have been examined previously using discovery 
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Figure 1. Flukes of humpback whales photographed off California (top) and off
Costa Rica (bottom). The photographs of the dark-fluked whale were matched using the
ridging along the trailing edge of the fluke. Photographs were taken by G. H. Steiger
and D. W. Bockus (California) and R. Sears (Costa Rica).

tags (Ivashin and Rovnin 1967, Ohsumi and Masaki 1975) and, more recently,
through individual photographic identification (Darling and Jurasz 1983, Dar-
ling and McSweeney 1985, Baker et al. 1986, Urbán et al. 1987, Calambokidis
et al. 1989), this is the first documentation of movements of humpback whales
between California and Central America.

Humpback whales were identified using photographs of the ventral side of
the flukes (Fig. 1); photographic identification has been used extensively with
this species since the 1970s (Katona et al. 1979). Two whales were photographed
on 16 February 1988 at 08°40'N, 83°54'W, near Isla Caños, Costa Rica, during
a search off Central America that covered the coastal waters (out to 35 km
offshore) from Panama City, Panama (08°55'N, 79°34'W), around Peninsula
de Azuero (07°10'N, 80°30'W), to Quepos, Costa Rica (09°26'N, 84°10'W)
between 7–21 February 1988. They were the only humpback whales photo-
graphed on the trip. The photographs of the two whales were compared to a
collection of 225 individual humpback whales identified in the Gulf of the
Farallones, off central California (38°N, 123°W), from July to November of
1986 to 1988 (Calambokidis et al. 1989).

Both whales photographed off Costa Rica had been seen previously in the
Gulf of the Farallones, California during 1986 (Fig. 1, Table 1). One whale
had also been seen in the Gulf of the Farallones in 1987, 5.5 mo before it was
observed off Costa Rica; the other individual was seen again in the Gulf of the
Farallones in 1988, 7 mo after it was photographed off Costa Rica (Table 1).
The minimum one-way distance that these whales traveled between the two
locations was 5,200 km.

Humpback whales have been reported to winter and breed in three regions
in the North Pacific: (1) in Mexican waters along the southern coast of Baja
California, in the northern Gulf of California, off mainland Mexico including
Isla Isabel and Islas Tres Marias, and in around the Revillagigedo Archipelago
(Rice 1974, Urbán and Aguayo 1987); (2) off the main Hawaiian Islands from
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Table 1. Dares and locations of sightings of two humpback whales off California 
(Gulf of the Farallones) and Costa Rica (Isla Canos). 

Dates seen Region 
ID 10022 

15 Sept 1986 
16 Feb 1988 
21 Sept-6 Ott 1988 

ID 10087 
6 Sept 1986 

19 Aug-30 Aug 1987 
16 Feb 1988 

California 
Costa Rica 
California 

California 
California 
Costa Rica 

Kauai to Hawaii (Baker and Herman 198 1); and (3) off Asia near the Mariana, 
Bonin, and Ryukyu Islands, and off Taiwan (Townsend 1935, Nishiwaki 1959, 
Johnson and Wolman 1984). 

Although the Pacific coast of Central America is not considered a major 
wintering area for humpback whales, this species has been reported previously 
off the west coast of Panama. Townsend (193 5) noted humpback whales taken 
off Panama on six days from March to May during nineteenth century whaling. 
Most of the humpback whales in this region, however, were taken from July 
through September (Townsend 1935) and were presumably from a southern 
hemisphere population. This region may represent an area of overlap for northern 
and southern hemisphere populations. 

Humpback whales summering along the coast of California migrate to breed- 
ing areas off Mexico (Baker et al. 1986, Urban et al. 1987, Calambokidis et 
al. 1989), although movements of a few whales to Hawaii has also been found 
(Baker et al. 1986, Calambokidis et al. 1989). Despite the small sample, the 
successful matching of both photographs to the central California collection may 
indicate a larger number of humpback whales moving between this region and 
Central American waters. 

Note added in proof-Since the acceptance of this manuscript, an additional 
match between Costa Rica and California was made by Sally Mizroch, coordinator 
of the joint North Pacific humpback whale photo-identification collection at 
the National Marine Mammal Laboratory. The match found was between one 
of two whales photographed by Carol Henderson (submitted by John Tresmer) 
near Isla CaNos, Costa Rica on 29 January 1990 and a whale photographed by 
Prentice Bloedel on 26 July 1988 at 35”06.6’N, 120”47.9’W, near San Luis, 
California. With this additional finding, three of the four whales identified from 
Costa Rica have been matched to whales feeding in California. Though the 
sample size remains small, this supports a close affiliation between the most 
southern wintering area and one of the most southern feeding areas for humpback 
whales in the North Pacific. 
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