






Necropsy

The false killer whale was likely a few weeks old since there 
is persistence of the umbilical artery (Fig. 4); this fact was 
verified by the absence of erupted teeth. Mammary slits were 
present on each side of the genital slit. Both sides of the body 
were carefully examined; there were no injuries related to 
death from a shark attack or a ship collision. This animal 
appeared thin and had several traces of superficial wounds, 
which were most possibly caused after his death. The necropsy 
revealed no signs of infection, such as foul smell, ulcers or 
suppuration that might be present in the blowhole, mouth, 
throat, anus or the urogenital opening. Corpse examination 
showed a normal appearance and size of the internal organs, 
as no alteration, hemorrhage or parasitic infection was noted 
(Fig. 4). 

A complete examination of the digestive tract was 
performed: there were no ulcers, hemorrhages, bruises or 
lacerations in the stomach. For the intestines (from the pylorus 
to the anal opening), there was no obstruction, foul odor nor 
ulcer of any kind. There was no trace of food in the digestive 
tract either. Because there was no trace of food in the digestive 
tract, it is assumed that hunger was related to the death of this 
specimen, who was probably separated from its mother before 
finishing the nursing period. 
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Other remarks

The cause of mother / calf separation will surely remain a 
mystery. Several hypotheses are possible: (1) first birth of 
a primiparous female, (2) death of the mother at the time of 
parturition, due to an illness or following an anthropic cause 
(e.g., vessel collision), or (3) separation of mother and calf 
due to unfavorable weather, assuming that the calf is too weak 
to follow the mother (Van Waerebeek et al. 2007, Flower et 
al. 2018, Li et al. 2021). 

On April 26, 2019 a group of 30-40 false killer whales 
(adults and young specimens) was sighted traveling parallel 
along the coast of Sorrento Peninsula (province of Salerno, 
South Italy) (Maio et al. 2019), which may have been the 
group that the stranded animal originated from. These 
dolphins must have crossed northern Tunisian waters during 
their passage.

Since the late 18th century, there have been 45 records of 
false killer whales in the Mediterranean Sea: 29 in the western 
basin and 16 in the eastern basin; 16 strandings, 9 bycatches 
and 20 free-range animals (Calogero 2021). This work reports 
the first record of a false killer whale in Tunisia and along 
the African coast; the complete absence of occurrences in 
this area is likely explained by the lack of field surveys. 
So, this record could verify that false killer whales use the 
central Mediterranean Sea for reproduction as suggested by 
Calogero (2021).

According to IUCN Red List, false killer whale is currently 
assessed as Near Threatened (NT) at global level, although 
the data available seem to be insufficient to understand 
the population trend (Dede et al. 2020). Therefore, any 
information of such rare species is valuable to understand the 
distribution of the species as well as the regional biodiversity. 

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), especially those 
in continuous contact with fishermen and fisherwomen, can 
contribute to improve our basic knowledge of cetaceans. 
Cooperation of scientific research institutes with NGOs should 
be further encouraged through citizen science projects and 
initiatives.
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