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Plastic ingesta in a Ziphius cavirostris stranded in Sicily
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Abstract. The note report on the presence of large amount of plastic, reaching 222 g
and a flattened surface of 3 m? in the stomach of a Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius
cavirostris Cuvier, 1823) female stranded in Letojanni (ME, Sicily) the 4 october 1997.
Consideration on the large quantity of plastic debris in the Mediterranean as source of
death to wildlife are discussed.
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Plastic debris are a worldwide problem (Derraik, 2002; Andrady, 2005). They
are found to be lethal for a lot of different marine organism. All the sea vertebrates,
from fish to sea mammals, are dangerously affected by the presence of plastic and it
is assumed that a astonish large quantity of individuals die for their ingestion (Fry et
al., 1987; Ryan, 1987; Fowler, 1987, Walker & Coe, 1990; Bjorndal et al., 1994).
The problem is deeply felt in the Mediterranean sea, a overpopulated and over-
crowded area with a close circulating of currents.

Here we describe the plastic ingesta found in the stomach of a stranded Cuvier’s
beaked whale Ziphius cavirostris found in Sicily.

Beaked whales are widely distributed in the Mediterranean Sea and strand-
ings are quite commonly reported along peninsular Italy (Banca Dati Spiaggiamenti
2014 and 2015) and in Sicily (Insacco et al.,2016, in press). Few information are
available on the ecology and feeding habits of this species in the Mediterranean Sea
(Podesta et al., 2006, Podesta et al., 2016).

The animal was a female of 518 c¢m arrived dead close to the shore close to
“Contrada Miliano” in Letojanni (ME) the 4.10.1997. Skeleton is now preserved
in Museo di Zoologia “la Specola” in Firenze and the stomach contents are stored in
the collections of the Museo Civico di Storia Naturale in Comiso.

During necroscopy in the stomach were found 4 plastic bags for fish prepara-
tion o freezing, 3 white shopper bags, 1 green shopper bag, 1 black bags for dump-
ing, 1 small white shopper (Figure 1).

The whole group of items was 222 grams. Flattered the plastic, the surface was
close to 3 square meters. The stomach mucosae appear to be strongly damaged by the
presence of these foreign bodies. Few cephalopods beaks were also present (Garibaldi
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Fig. 1 — Plastic bags found in stomach of Ziphius cavirostris. Scale 1 meter.

et al., 2015). The poor nutritional condition can drive to the conclusion that prob-
ably plastic ingestion was the main cause of death.

The case is presented to increase the awareness and knowledge of similar situa-
tion. Ziphius cavirostris is often found with different foreign bodies in gut (Santos et
al. 2001; Gomerci¢ et al., 2006) as well as other delphinids (Baird & Hooker 2000,
De Pierrepont et al., 2005, Oliveira de Meirelles & Duarte do Rego Barros, 2007) or
sperm whale Physeter macrocephalus (Roberts, 2003; De Stephanis et al., 2013; Po-
desta et al., 2015).

Despite the plastic pollution is a well-known problem from long time (Fowler,
1987) it’s actually becoming so serious to be one of the top source of conservation
threat for Mediterranean life (Cézar et al., 2015) as well as for the whole oceans (All-
sopp et al., 2006; Ryan et al., 2009).

RIASSUNTO

Plastica rinvenuta nello stomaco di uno Ziphius cavirostris spiaggiato in Si-
cilia

La nota riporta il ritrovamento di una notevole quantita di plastica, di comples-
sivi 222 g e per una superficie totale di 3 m?, nello stomaco di una femmina di Zifio
(Ziphius cavirostris Cuvier, 1823) spiaggiatasi a Letojanni (ME, Sicily) il 4 ottobre
1997. Sono riportate considerazioni sul pericolo per la conservazione derivante dalle
grandi quantita di detriti plastici presenti in Mediterraneo.

22



REFERENCES

Allsopp M., A. Walters, D. Santillo, P. Johnston, 2006. Plastic Debris in the World’s Oceans. Green-
peace ed., 44 pp.

Andrady T.L., 2005. Plastics in Marine Environment, 2005 In: Proceedings of the Plastic Debris Riv-
ers to Sea Conference, 2005.

Baird R.W. & S.K. Hooker, 2000. Ingestion of plastic and unusual prey by a juvenile Harbour por-
poise Marine Pollution Bulletin, 40(8): 719-720.

Banca Dati Spiaggiamenti, 2014. Available at: http://mammiferimarini.unipv.it (accessed 30 October
2016).

Banca Dati Spiaggiamenti, 2015. Available at: http://mammiferimarini.unipv.it (accessed 30 October
2016).

Bjorndal, K.A., A.B. Bolton, and C.J. Lagueux. 1994. Ingestion of marine debris by juvenile sea turtles
in coastal Florida habitats. Marine Pollution Bulletin 28: 154-158.

Codina-Garcia M. , T. Militao, J. Moreno, J. Gonzdlez-Solis, 2013. Plastic debris in Mediterranean
seabirds. Marine Pollution Bulletin 77(1-2): 220-226.

Cézar A, Sanz-Martin M, Marti E, Gonzélez-Gordillo JI, Ubeda B, Galvez JA, et al. 2015., Plas-
tic Accumulation in the Mediterranean Sea. PLoS ONE 10(4): €0121762. doi:10.1371/journal.
pone.0121762.

De Pierrepont ]J.F., B. Dubois, S. Desormonts, M.B. SantosO and J.P. Robin, 2005. Stomach con-
tents of English Channel cetaceans stranded on the coast of Normandy. J. Mar. Biol. Ass. U.K.
(2005), 85: 1539-1546.

De Stephanis, R., Gimenez J., Carpinelli E., Gutierrez-Exposito C., Canadas A. 2013. As main meal
for sperm whales: Plastics debris. Mar. Pollut. Bull., 69(1-2): 206-214.

Derraik J.G.B., 2002. The pollution of the marine environment by plastic debris: a review. Marine
Pollution Bulletin 44: 842-852.

Fowler, C.W. 1987. Marine debris and northern fur seals: A case study. Marine Pollution Bulletin 18:
326-335.

Fry, D.M., S.I. Fefer, and L. Sileo. 1987. Ingestion of plastic debris by Laysan albatrosses and wedge-
tailed shearwaters in the Hawaiian Islands. Marine Pollution Bulletin 18: 339-343.

Garibaldi F., Cataldini G., Insacco G., Podesta M., 2015. Stomach contents of Cuvier’s beaked whales,
Ziphius cavirostris, stranded in Southern Italy 29th Conference of the European Cetacean Soci-
ety, Malta.

Gomerc¢i¢ H. et al., 2006. Biological aspects of Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris) recorded in
the Croatian part of the Adriatic Sea. Eur ] Wildl Res (2006) 52: 182-187.

Insacco G., Buscaino G., Buffa G., Cavallaro M., Crisafi E., Grasso R., Lombardo F., Lo Paro G., Par-
rinello N, Sard M., Spadola F., (2014). Il patrimonio delle raccolte cetologiche museali della Si-
cilia. Museologia Scientifica, Memorie 12/2014: 391-405.

Insacco G., F. Spadola, B. Zava, D. Scaravelli, in press. Report on cetacean strandings in Sicily from
1991 to 2013. Natura Rerum 4.

Jacobsen J.K., Massey L. & Gulland F., 2010. Fatal ingestion of floating net debris by two sperm
whales (Physeter macrocephalus). Mar. Pollut. Bull., 60: 765-767.

Oliveira de Meirelles A. C. & H.M. Duarte do Rego Barros, 2007. Plastic debris ingested by a rough-
toothed dolphin, Steno bredanensis, stranded alive in northeastern Brazil. Biotemas, 20 (1): 127-
131.

Podesta M., A. Azzellino, A. Cafiadas, A. Frantzis, A. Moulins, M. Rosso, P. Tepsich, C. Lanfre-
di, 2016. Chapter 4 - Cuvier’s beaked whale, Ziphius cavirostris, distribution and occurrence in
the Mediterranean sea: high-use areas and conservation threats. Mediterranean Marine Mammal
Ecology and Conservation. Advances in Marine Biology 75: 103-140.

Podesta M., A. D’Amico, G. Pavan, A. Drougas, A. Komnenou, N. Portunato, 2006. A review of Cu-
vier's beaked whale strandings in the Mediterranean Sea. J. Cetacean Res. Manage. 7(3): 251-
261.

Podesta M., Garibaldi F., Mazzariol S., 2015. Marine debris in gastric contents of Sperm whales strand-
ed in Iraly. 29" Conference of the European Cetacean Society, Malta.

23



Roberts S.M. 2003. Examination of the stomach contents from a Mediterranean sperm whale found
south of Crete, Greece. J.Mar. Biol. Ass. UK., 83: 667-670.

Ryan P.G., C.]. Moore, J. A. van Franeker, C.L. Moloney, 2009. Monitoring the abundance of plastic
debris in the marine environment. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci., 364(1526): 1999-2012.

Ryan, P.G. 1987. The effects of ingested plastic on seabirds: Correlations between plastic load and body
condition. Environmental Pollution 46: 119-125.

Santos M.B., G.J. Pierce, J. Herman, A. Lépez , A. Guerra, E. Mente and M.R. Clarke, 2001. Feeding
ecology of Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris): a review with new information on the diet
of this species. J. Mar. Biol. Ass. U.K. (2001), 81, 4: 687-694

Walker W.A.& J.M. Coe, 1990. Survey of marine debris ingestion in odontocete cetaceans. Proc. 11
Inter. Conf. Marene Debris, Honolulu NOAA Tech Memo. NMFS-TM-NMFS-SWFSC-154.

24



