
 

Bowhead whales come to Cumberland Sound
in Nunavut to exfoliate
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Example of an animal with nearly no sloughing skin (i.e., proportion of body
with sloughing skin = 66% of body) and a blotchy skin type (B). Credit: Fortune
et al (2017)

Aerial drone footage of bowhead whales in Canada's Arctic has revealed
that the large mammals molt and use rocks to rub off dead skin.

The footage provides one answer to the mystery of why whales return to
Cumberland Sound, Nunavut, every summer, and helps explain some
unusual behavior that has been noted historically by Inuit and
commercial whalers living and working in the area.

"This was an incidental observation," said Sarah Fortune, a PhD student
at UBC's Institute for the Oceans and Fisheries and lead author of a new
study based on the findings. "We were there to document their prey and
feeding behavior, but we noticed some strange behavior near the shore."

Fortune and her colleagues—William Koski, a whale biologist with LGL
Limited, and local Inuit hunters and fishers from Pangnirtung - watched
from a boat as the whales turned on their sides and waved their flippers
and tails in the air. It was clear the whales weren't there just to feed.

When the researchers sent drones up to record the animals from above,
they saw large boulders underwater and realized that the whales were
rubbing against rocks to remove dead skin.

"We now know that Cumberland Sound serves as a habitat for feeding
and molting," said Fortune. "Very little is known about molting in any of
the large whale species."

The warmer coastal waters of summer might help facilitate molting,
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Fortune says. Ocean temperatures are expected to rise, and the change
could have implications for the timing, duration and energy needed for
molting, as well as the whales' diets.

As oceans change, relatively large-bodied, fatty Arctic crustaceans
known as zooplankton the preferred prey of bowhead whales could move
to new habitats further north while smaller-bodied, temperate species
that are lower in energy are likely to dominate the waters. Scientists
don't know how whales will adapt to the changing environment.

Fortune hopes to conduct further studies to determine whether bowhead
whales molt primarily during summer months, and throughout their
range.

Bowhead whales are the longest-living marine mammals on the planet,
with lifespans up to 200 years.

  More information: Fortune SME, Koski WR, Higdon JW, Trites AW,
Baumgartner MF, Ferguson SH (2017) Evidence of molting and the
function of "rock-nosing" behavior in bowhead whales in the eastern
Canadian Arctic. PLoS ONE 12(11): e0186156. 
journals.plos.org/plosone/arti … journal.pone.0186156
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