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The family Kogiidae comprises two extant toothed whales:
the pygmy sperm whale (Kogia breviceps Blainville, 1838) and
the dwarf sperm whale (Kogia sima Owen, 1866). Reviewed by
McAlpine (2018), Kogia spp. are small cetaceans that inhabit
deep temperate and tropical waters near continental shelves
and slopes worldwide. These species possess a blunt rostrum
and a rounded melon, underlain by the spermaceti organ, a
specialized fat-filled structure that aids in focusing echolocation
clicks for prey detection and navigation in mid- to deep-water
environments, including near the seafloor. Uniquely, Kogia spp.
possess a specialized intestinal sac containing a reddish-brown
‘ink-like’ fluid stored in the colon, that can be forcibly expelled
through the anus when threatened, producing a diffuse cloud likely
functioning as a defensive mechanism to confuse predators.

Adults of Kogia can reach up to 4.3 min length and 515 kg in
weight (McAlpine, 2018), but are generally smaller (2.7-3.8 m),
and dive to 600-1,200 mbsl (Moura et al., 2016). Their recorded
diet primarily includes cephalopods (squid, octopus), crustaceans
(shrimp, crabs), and fish (Santos et al., 2006; West et al., 2009).

Both Kogia species occur broadly throughout the Caribbean,
Central, and South America, with records from Belize, Colombia,
Cuba, French Guiana, Guadeloupe, Mexico, Puerto Rico, Venezuela,
St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and the U.S. Virgin Islands,
(Muioz-Hincapié et al., 1998; Willis & Baird, 1998; Ortega-Argueta
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et al,, 2005; Bermudez Villapol et al., 2008; West et al., 2009;
Gandilhon, 2012; Moura et al., 2016; Mutis & Polanco, 2019; Bordin
et al., 2020; Meza-Yaiiez et al., 2021). In the western Caribbean,
strandings in Belize, Nicaragua, and the Gulf of Mexico could
indicate regular occurrence (Xacur Maiza et al., 1998; Cardona-
Maldonado & Mignucci-Giannoni, 1999; Nifio-Torres et al., 2015;
Ramos et al., 2016; De Weerdt et al., 2021). In Honduras, prior
stranding records are scarce, with only one adult dwarf sperm
whale documented on the mainland (Marineros et al., 2013) and
areport of a pregnant dwarf sperm whale on Utila Island (Ramos
et al., 2020).

Although reclassified from Data Deficient to Least Concern
(Kiszka & Braulik, 2020), the pygmy sperm whale remains one
of the least-studied marine mammals. Its apparent rarity largely
reflects observational challenges rather than true scarcity, as
the species is difficult to locate at sea due to inconspicuous
surfacing, prolonged deep-diving behavior, and avoidance of
vessels. Moreover, they typically travel solitarily, or rarely in
small groups of 2-6 individuals (Baird 2005; Meza-Yaiiez et al.,
2021), which limits field studies. Consequently, most biological
and distributional data derive from strandings rather than in situ
observations.

Here, we report the stranding of a juvenile pygmy sperm whale
in the Eastern Harbor of Utila Island, Honduras (16°05'50.021"
N, 86°53'58.789" W; Fig. 1). Utila is the smallest of the major
Bay Islands, located at the southern end of the Mesoamerican
Barrier Reef System, approximately 35 km north of the Honduran
mainland in the Western Caribbean.

At 07:30 h on 19 August 2025, concerned residents first reported
a small whale near the shore in Utila's eastern harbor (Fig. 2A).
Environmental authorities were immediately mobilized, but the
animal could not be relocated. Interviews with one witness
indicated the whale had been observed overnight, apparently
“resting” beneath a dock. Throughout the morning, multiple
sightings were reported of the whale swimming along the shoreline
and attempting to strand repeatedly, but seawalls prevented it
from beaching. Some residents attempted to assist by supporting
the stressed animal in the water (Fig. 2B); the whale swam away
several times but later returned close to shore. At approximately
14:00 h, video footage documented the whale colliding with and
thrashing against a rocky shoreline, ejecting multiple bursts of dark
red liquid akin to ink (YouTube: https://youtu.be/G8LIMYdtxRI).
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Figure 1. Map of Utila, part of the Bay Islands of Honduras, indicating
the stranding site of a pygmy sperm whale (Kogia breviceps) in the
south coast, Eastern Harbor of the island (yellow star).

The whale sustained extensive lacerations across the head, body,
and fins from contact with rocks, resulting in heavy bleeding.
At approximately 17:00 h, near its previous encounter sites, the
whale stranded violently again and subsequently died, and was
classified as Code 2 following Geraci & Lounsbury (2005).

The specimen was photographed and measured following
standard protocols (Fig. 3). Assignment to the genus Kogia was
confirmed by diagnostic features including a blunt rostrum,
characteristic body coloration and size, and a whitish, bracket-
shaped ‘false gill' mark between the eye and flipper .

The specimen was identified as K. breviceps based on diagnostic
morphology and morphometrics. The small, falcate dorsal fin, its
relative position, and absence of maxillary teeth distinguished
it from an adult dwarf sperm whale previously recorded on Utila
(Ramos et al., 2020). K. breviceps is also differentiated from K.
sima by a snout-to-anterior dorsal fin distance exceeding 50% of
total body length, a dorsal fin height < 5% of total length, and a
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Figure 2. Events that occurred prior to the death of the specimen:
A) Pygmy sperm whale (Kogia breviceps) swimming close to the
shoreline, Utila, Honduras, 19 August 2025. B) The whale, showing
signs of exhaustion and injury from repeated stranding events, received
temporary assistance from a local resident.

snout-to-blowhole distance of 10.4-12.8% of total length (Handley,
1966; Ross, 1979). In the Utila specimen, these values were 56.7%,
5.06%, and 12.9%, respectively (Table 1).

Total body length was 1.78 m, larger than neonates (~1.3 m)
but smaller than a typical adult pygmy sperm whale (up to 4.3
m), indicating a juvenile past weaning (~12 months) (McAlpine,
2018). Sex was determined as female based on the relative
position of the genital opening and anus, and the presence of an
immature uterus.Attainment of sexual maturity in female pygmy
sperm whales is known to occur at five years of age and 2.62 m
total length (Plon, 2004).

Figure 3. Photograph of the deceased K. breviceps showing overall appearance post-stranding, with body abrasions visible.
Approximate locations of morphological measurements are indicated as follows: (A) total body length; (B) rostrum tip
to anterior dorsal fin; (C) rostrum tip to blowhole; (D) rostrum tip to eye; (E) rostrum tip to right pectoral fin tip; (F) head
circumference; (G) maximum body circumference; (H) dorsal fin base width; (1) dorsal fin height; (J) internal length of right
pectoral fin; (K) maximum width of right pectoral fin; (L) external length of right pectoral fin; (M) distance from fluke notch
to anus; (N) fluke depth; (0) fluke tip-to-tip length.
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Table 1. Body size measurements of a juvenile pygmy sperm whale
(Kogia breviceps) found stranded on 19 August 2025 in Eastern Harbor,
Utila, Bay Islands (please see Fig. 3). Values given in parenthesis
correspond to a percentage of the given measurement in relation to
total body length.

Morphological measurement Size (in cm)
Total body length 178
Circumference of abdomen 101
Circumference of head 84
Distance from rostrum tip to eye 31

Distance from rostrum tip to blowhole 23 (12.9%)

Distance from rostrum tip to right fin tip 74
Distance from notch of flukes to anus 43
Internal length of right pectoral flipper 25
Maximum width of right pectoral flipper 12
External length of right pectoral flipper 31

Distance from rostrum tip to anterior dorsal fin 101 (56.7%)

Width at base of dorsal fin 14
Height of dorsal fin 9 (5.06%)
Fluke width, tip to tip 52
Fluke depth 21

Number of mandibular teeth 13 (26 total)

Number of maxillary teeth 0

Based on dental and cranial morphometrics, the specimen
exhibited 13 mandibular teeth per row (26 total), lacked maxillary
teeth—which occurs occasionally in K. breviceps (Bloodworth
& Odell, 2008)—and had a proportionally long mandibular
symphysis with rami articulating over an extended area (Fig.
4A-B). Osteological elements of the right pectoral flipper were
carefully examined. The proposed phalangeal formula for this
specimenis | 1,118,111 6,1V 4,V 2 = total 21 (Fig. 4C). This count
falls between neonate (1 1, 11 6, lll 4, IV 2, V 1 = total 14) and
adult K. breviceps counts ranging 1 1-2, 11 7-8, 11l 6=7, IV 6-6, V
3-5 = total 23-28 (reviewed in Bennati-Madureira et al., 2025).
Phalangeal counts in Kogia are known to be highly variable, and
the small size and fragility of these bones often result in loss or
misplacement during decomposition, introducing potential error
without radiographs.

Externally, the whale’s body was mostly intact, aside from
the major skin abrasions acquired during stranding. A single
minor circular scar was present along the body side, consistent
with previous attacks by cookie-cutter sharks (Isistius spp.),
a type of injury that has also been documented on several
dolphin species in the Bay Islands and wider Mesoamerican Reef
System (Castelblanco-Martinez et al., 2022) and South America
(Bermudez Villapol et al., 2008). No evidence of predation or
fisheries interactions was detected.

A veterinary necropsy following Pugliares et al. (2007) was
performed in situ approximately one hour after death to assess
the animal’s health and cause of death. The right pectoral fin

lajamjournal.org

ISSN: 2236-1057 | Vol. 21 No. 2, October 2026

A

10 cm

Figure 4. Visual differences in the mandibles and teeth of Kogia
spp. specimens on Utila and pectoral fin of K. breviceps. A) Juvenile
Kogia breviceps, with 13 pairs of teeth. B) Adult Kogia sima, with
incomplete tooth count (in Ramos et al., 2020). In K. breviceps, the
bicondylar breadth (blue line) is greater than in K. sima, while the
mandibular symphysis (green line) is proportionally longer. C) Proposed
arrangement of K. breviceps right pectoral fin and phalangeal count.

and mandible were removed and analysed as part of this study
and deposited at the museum of Kanahau Wildlife Conservation
Organization on Utila. The carcass was buried at the Bay Islands
Conservation Association (BICA), Utila, and is pending future
excavation or research.

Upon necropsy liver, kidneys, lungs, and heart appeared
grossly normal. In contrast, the stomach presented a nematode
infestation, with hundreds of live parasites, measuring 20-45 mm.
The significant number of parasites precluded an accurate count.
Based on diagnostic morphological features (Fig. 5; Hernandez-
Olascoaga et al., 2023) under light microscopy, sampled individuals
were identified as genus Anisakis. The stomach was almost
empty, containing only the shells of three digested, large, bright
red lophogastrid crustaceans (Gnathophausia ingens, ~12-20 cm
in length), and a piece of a white high-density polyethene (HDPE)
plastic bag (~30 x 15 cm; Fig. 6).

The intestines contained no visible prey remains, while the
segment leading into the distal colon was obstipated with a firm,
black fecal mass that was difficult to remove. The distal colon
remained distended containing several liters of viscous, foul-
smelling, dark reddish-brown fluid, which leaked post-mortem,
despite expelling fecal fluids during stranding attempts. In Kogia,
feces are typically watery, whereas the presence of formed
material in the upper intestine suggests constipation, a frequent
diagnosis in stranded individuals due to inadequate fluid intake
(Manire et al., 2004). Although the cause of death could not be
determined in this case, the presence of a plastic bag in the
stomach is a relevant finding. However, without evidence of direct
gastrointestinal blockage, it can only be noted as a potential
but unconfirmed contributing factor to the animal’s condition
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Figure 5. Endoparasites found during the necropsy of the stranded pygmy sperm whale (Kogia breviceps):
A) Image showing gross pathology of stomach with visible Anisakis spp. nematode infestation. B) Anisakis
sp. presented a purplish to ivory white colour in life = 10 mm scale bar. C-D) Anisakis sp. under a light
microscope, anterior end at 100x and 40x magnification. E) Caudal end, 100x; F. Cuticle, 100x

or stranding behaviour.

This case provided a rare insight into the behaviour of K.
breviceps leading up to a stranding event. Live strandings are
infrequently observed, as most events occur in remote locations
where animals are more likely to be discovered post-mortem. Of
the identification methods we applied, we consider the percentage
ratio of snout length (tip to blowhole) to body length as the most
useful at distinguishing stranded Kogia spp. In K. breviceps it is
usually more than 10% of the total body length (Ross, 1984),
which is a good character for species identification as there is
no overlap with K. sima; unlike the other measures, where some
caution should be applied (Ross, 1979; PIon, 2004).

In the Americas and Caribbean, K. breviceps and K. sima are
known as definitive hosts for specific anisakid parasites, which are
present in almost every stranded individual (Deardorff & Overstreet,
1981; Manire et al., 2004). Anisakis, Pseudoterranova, Crassicauda
and other genera have been previously reported in K. breviceps
(Solis et al., 2006; Shamsi et al., 2019; Hernandez-Olascoaga et
al., 2023). Key species include Anisakis brevispiculata, A. simplex
(sensu stricto), A. paggiae, and Pseudoterranova ceticola (Solis et
al., 2006; Colén-Llavina et al., 2009; Cavallero et al., 2011). These
parasites occur mainly in the stomach and are linked to the
whales' diet of squid. Anisakis parasite loads commonly number
in the hundreds and thousands (see Hernandez-Olascoaga et
al., 2023). Molecular studies have clarified identifications and
expanded geographic records, highlighting the need for continued
monitoring of anisakid diversity in kogiids. More extensive
sampling in our study may have identified the presence of multiple
parasite species and allowed for a more accurate quantification
of overall parasitic loads.

Like many cetaceans, Kogia spp. are vulnerable to ingesting
marine debris, relying heavily on echolocation instead of visual
cues to locate prey, primarily cephalopods, crustaceans, and
fish. In the Utila specimen, stomach contents included deep-
sea, shrimp-like lophogastrids identified as the giant red mysid
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G. ingens, a pantropical species typically found at 600—1,500 m
depth (Meland & Aas, 2013). This crustacean has been previously
reported in stranded Kogia individuals from the Caribbean
(Cardona-Maldonado & Mignucci-Giannoni, 1999), reaffirming
theirimportance as prey items. However, floating plastics at depth
can be mistaken for prey and ingested, often causing injury or
mortality. Kogia worldwide have been documented with plastic
and other debris obstructing their digestive tracts (Barros et al.,
1990; Sadove & Morreale, 1990; Walker & Coe, 1990; Tarpley &
Marwitz, 1993; Stamper et al., 2006; Fernandez et al., 2009). In
most cases, plastic bags were the primary anthropogenic item,
and in at least two cases they caused fatal gastrointestinal
obstruction (Tarpley & Marwitz, 1993; Stamper et al., 2006;
Brentano & Petry, 2020).

The Caribbean is among the most plastic-contaminated seas
globally (Diez et al., 2019). HDPE plastic bags are strong, flexible,
impermeable, and non-biodegradable, allowing them to pose

Figure 6. HDPE plastic bag retrieved from within the stomach of pygmy
sperm whale (K. breviceps).
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lethal threats and persist in the marine ecosystems for centuries
(Lim, 2023). In the Honduran Caribbean, the death of a fin whale
(Balaenoptera physalus) in January 2019, locally known as ‘Gran
Berta, was previously attributed to plastic ingestion (Proceso
Digital, 2019). Moreover, a small piece of plastic was noted in
the stomach contents of a stranded pilot whale (Globicephala
macrorhynchus) on Utila (Fox, 2008), and the death of a melon-
headed whale (Peponocephala electra) in Honduras was recently
linked to asphyxiation with a plastic bag (Vallejo-Ham et al. 2026).
The present case represents the third documented instance
of plastic ingestion associated with a cetacean stranding in
Honduras, further underscoring the impacts of marine debris
on local cetaceans. While cetacean stranding events on Utila
have been increasingly reported (Ramos et al., 2020; Brown et
al., 2024; Murcia et al., 2024), most events in Honduras remain
undocumented. Indeed, Honduras has been identified as the
Central American country with the fewest advances in cetacean
research during 2011-2021 (Martinez et al., 2022). Stranding
attendance by specialists, along with comprehensive necropsies
are rarely feasible, suggesting that stranding and mortality rates of
some species in Honduras, and the prevalence of plastic ingestion
may be underestimated. Marine debris may therefore pose a
more significant threat to cetaceans in the western Caribbean
than currently recognized.

Our observation represents the first report of a pygmy sperm
whale stranding on the Bay Islands and, to our knowledge,
the first confirmed stranding record in Honduras. Our study
highlights that simple morphological differences can be used
as effective methods to distinguish stranded and skeletal Kogia
spp. specimens in future events. Such records are crucial for
understanding the distribution, morphology, diet, and overall
health of K. breviceps populations, particularly in the Western
Caribbean where systematic studies are lacking.
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