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Abstract

Palestine (27,000 km?) overlooks three seas; namely the Mediterranean Sea, the Red
Sea and the Dead Sea. The first two seas are home to a considerable number of
cetacean faunistic species. The current descriptive and cumulative study came to
document the sightings and strandings of the cetacean fauna in the Mediterranean
coast of the Gaza Strip only, which is located in the far southwestern of Palestine
with a length of 42 km on the Mediterranean Sea. The study extended for 40 years
starting from 1982 to 2021. It relied much on field visits in addition to meetings and
discussions with stakeholders regarding the sightings, strandings and even the
bycatch of cetaceans. The current study showed six strandings of dead baleen whales
during the past four decades. At least two stranding events were recorded for the Fin
Whale (Balaenoptera physalus), which is actually the second largest animal on Earth
after the Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus). The seawaters of the Gaza Strip were
sometimes witnessing special visits, of a number of dolphins with their pods floating
at different distances from the sea shore. The number of strandings of the Short-
beaked Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis) was recorded not more than 3 — 4
times over the past four decades. In contrast, an average number of 1 — 3 strandings
was recorded annually for the Common Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) over
the past two decades. The causes of local cetacean strandings included incidental
falling into fishing nets, shooting by Israeli forces stationed at the Mediterranean
Sea, injury and diseases, hunting too close to shore, and climate change. Although
the event remained vague, the study highlighted the use of Israel to dolphins equipped
with spy devices and cameras to photograph and spy on the marine training activities
of the Palestinian resistance in late 2015. Finally, the role of different parties should
be harmonized to ensure that human activities are sustainable and compatible with

the mandate to preserve local marine natural resources including cetaceans.

Keywords: Cetaceans, sighting, stranding, Fin Whale, dolphins, spy dolphins,
Mediterranean coast, Gaza Strip.
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1. Introduction

The majority of cetacean fauna (whales, dolphins and porpoises) are marine creatures
in the sense that they have a cosmopolitan distribution in all earth's oceans. They are
characterized by having streamlined body shape and exclusively carnivorous diet
(Boitani and Bartoli, 1983). They propel themselves through the water with powerful
up-and-down movement of their tail which ends in a flattened fluke, using their
flipper-shaped forelimbs to maneuver. They lack hindlimbs and most of them have a
dorsal fin (Castro and Huber, 2009). Cetacean fauna are well known for their high
intelligence and complex social behaviors. They utter a wide range of sounds through
which they communicate with each other, and navigate through the water by sonar, or
echolocation (Boitani and Bartoli, 1983). The Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus)
may reach a maximum length of 30 meters and weight of 173 tons, making it the
largest animal known to have ever existed (Boitani and Bartoli, 1983). The cetacean
fauna are split into two main groups: Odontoceti or toothed whales such as the
predatory porpoises and dolphins, and Mysticeti or baleen whales such as the filter-
feeding whales; of which the Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus), the Humpback
Whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) and the Bowhead Whale (Balaena mysticetus) are
clear examples (Castro and Huber, 2009). Cetacean fauna have been subject to
extensive whaling worldwide and are extensively hunted for their meat, blubber and
oil (Castro and Huber, 2009). They suffer from fishing pressure, prey depletion and
by-catch. Cetaceans also face environmental hazards such as underwater noise
pollution, plastic buildup and ongoing climate change. The Chinese River Dolphin
(Lipotes vexillifer) is nowadays considered to be functionally extinct because of
anthropogenic activity (Castro and Huber, 2009).

Work on cetaceans is very extensive worldwide. This was evident from the large
number of scientific references dealing with the biology, ecology and stranding or
beaching of baleen and toothed whales. As far as the Middle East and Arab World
countries are concerned, many of them were known to produce considerable
publications on cetacean biology and ecology. Particular emphasis was paid on the
strandings of cetaceans on the coasts of the Mediterranean and Red Seas in addition to
the Arabian Gulf. Israel has been producing the most studies in the region relating to
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marine mammals and cetaceans. Kerem et al. (2012) focused on the cetacean fauna
occurring in the Mediterranean Levantine basin, and they revealed that diversity of
cetacean species in the Levantine basin equals that in the western basins. Brand et al.
(2019) pointed out that the Short-Beaked Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis) has
become the second most sighted species in Israeli coastal waters, after the Common
Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus). In addition to the previous studies, a lot of
Israeli studies have examined the diversity of baleen and toothed whales in the eastern
Mediterranean (Goffman et al., 2000; Spanier et al., 2000; Shoham-Frider et al., 2002,
2009, 2014 and 2016; Sharir, 2008; Gaspari et al., 2015; Bearzi, 2017 and Brand et
al., 2019).

In Egypt, which is a very close country to Palestine, many recent studies relating to
cetaceans were reviewed (Notarbartolo et al 2017; Dawoud et al., 2016; Farrag et al.,
2019; Abo-Taleb, 2020; and Mahdy et al., 2021). In Turkey, Iran, Lebanon and Syria,
many cetaceans were studied for their biology, ecology and stranding (Oztiirk and
Ozturk, 1998; Khalaf et al., 2003; Saad, 2004; Oztiirk et al., 2011 and Dede et al.,
2012). Baldwin (2003) and Baldwin et al. (2004) surveyed some of the baleen whales
and dolphins prevailing in the marine environment of Arabia. In the countries of the
western Middle East, many pioneer studies dealt with both baleen and toothed whales
were carried out in Libya, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia and Mauritania (UNEP/IUCN,
1994; Notarbartolo et al., 1998; Taleb and Boutiba, 1999; El Hili et al., 2010; Rojo-
Nieto et al., 2011; Benmessaoud et al., 2012 and 2020; Larbi Doukara et al., 2014;
Bouslah et al., 2016; Masski and De Stephanis, 2018; Larbi Doukara, 2019 and
Rizgalla, 2020).

Palestine overlooks three seas: The Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea and the Dead Sea.
Cetaceans and other marine organisms thrive in the waters of the Mediterranean and
Red Seas, but they are completely absent in the Dead Sea. The Dead Sea, also known
as the Salt Sea, is called "dead" because its high salinity that prevents macroscopic
aquatic organisms, such as fish and aquatic plants, from living in it despite the trace
amounts of microbial bacteria and fungi that are present. Table 1 shows whales
(baleen and toothed) that were seen at sea or stranded on the coasts of the

Mediterranean and Red Seas in Palestine during the past decades as explained by
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several authors (Ministry of Environmental Affairs — MEnA, 2001; Khalaf, 2008,
2012, 2019 and 2021a, b and c; Kerem et al., 2012; Abd Rabou, 2020; TOI Staff,
2020 and Jerusalem Post Staff, 2021).

Table 1: Cetaceans (baleen and toothed whales) which have been sighted

offshore or have stranded on the Mediterranean and Red Sea coasts of Palestine

Family Scientific Name Common Name Arabic Name
Balaenopteridae Balaenoptera musculus | Blue Whale RN
Megaptera Humpback Whale s gl
novaeangliae
Balaenoptera brydei Bryde’s Whale EEPEET
Balaenoptera physalus | Fin Whale Adie I )
Balaenoptera Minke Whale liall @ sa
acutorostrata
Physeteridae Physeter Sperm Whale (il Cisall)y el Ciga
macrocephalus
Ziphiidae Ziphius cavirostris Cuvier’s Beaked Whale Dl 53 43 S g
Eschrichtiidae Eschrichtius robustus Gray Whale @l gl
Delphinidae Orcinus orca Killer Whale (Orca) (S35 lasd) ) il gl
Pseudorca crassidens False Killer Whale QIS el ) JHa < gl
Grampus griseus Risso’s Dolphin S (sl
Tursiops truncatus Common Bottlenose Dolphin | <&l s 558 &Ll ¢yl 5al)
Tursiops aduncus Indo-Pacific Bottlenose | o508 Sl (saighh (il sall
Dolphin sy
Delphinus delphis Short-beaked Common | @il i) sl cpudl soll
Dolphin
Delphinus tropicalis Arabian Common Dolphin QAL o ) gl gl
Sousa chinensis Indo-Pacific Humpback | ¥ (Suld) gaigl) < all
Dolphin
Steno bredanensis Rough-toothed Dolphin Ol 88yl gl
Stenella attenuata Pantropical Spotted Dolphin | dad sl (5 jlaall (ul oal
Stenella longirostris Long-snouted Spinner | alall dysh ) sall Gl sal)
Dolphin
Stenella coeruleoalba Striped Dolphin Lalaadll pdl al)

As far as the Palestinian Territories are concerned, special, deep works on cetaceans
have never been found. All that is available are some marine reports or studies that
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indicated the occurrence of some marine life, including some cetaceans, in the
Mediterranean waters of the Gaza Strip (MENnA, 2001; Abd Rabou et al., 2007a and b;
Abd Rabou, 2013 and 2020). For example, Euroconsult and IWACO (1994)
mentioned that little is documented on the marine mammals of the Gaza Strip, with
the status of the Monk Seal (Monachus monachus) remains unclear, despite the fact
that the species was resighted along the Mediterranean coast of region (Scheinin et al.,
2011). MENA (2001) pointed out that dolphins are regularly reported but are far less
common than in the western Mediterranean. Two dolphin species have been observed
by Gazan fishermen; these are the Short-beaked Common Dolphin (Delphinus
delphis) and the Common Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus). None of these
cetaceans have been preserved or stuffed at the zoological exhibitions of the
universities of the Gaza Strip (Abd Rabou, 2020 and Abd Rabou et al., 2020) . There
are some non-in-depth studies that indicated the occurrence or beaching of cetacean
species in the coastal waters of historic Palestine (Khalaf, 2008, 2012, 2019 and
2021a, b and c). Cetacean stranding, commonly known as beaching, is a phenomenon
in  which whales and dolphins strand themselves on land, usually on a
beach. Beached whales often die due to dehydration, collapsing under their own
weight, or drowning when high tide covers the blowhole. During the last 40 years,
along with the cetacean sighted cases, some stranded cases of cetaceans were recoded

on the Mediterranean coast of the Gaza Strip.

In fact, the Palestinian Mediterranean seawaters of the Gaza Strip have no clear data
on the occurrence and distribution of cetacean fauna. This is simply because the
Palestinians have no complete political accessibility or control on their seawaters or
even their fishing zone that are usually militarily controlled by Israel. Moreover, the
navigation or fishing fleet is very modest to the extent that the data concerning the
ichthyofauna and cetacean fauna of the Mediterranean ecosystem of the Gaza Strip
are scarce and imprecise. The Palestinian Territories generally suffer from a lack of
specialists and academics in the fields of marine ecology and marine resources.
Therefore, there are no focused and specialized studies related to marine ecology,
especially marine mammals. In spite of all these obstacles, the current descriptive
study comes to document the sightings and strandings of the cetacean fauna in the
Mediterranean coast of the Gaza Strip, Palestine. The importance of the study comes
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from the fact that it is the first local study dealing with the cetacean fauna in the Gaza
Strip.

2. Materials & Methods

2.1. The Gaza Strip

The Gaza Strip (31°25'N, 34°20'E) is an arid to semi-arid strip of the Palestinian land
along the southeastern Mediterranean (Figure 1), having an area of 365 km?, and a
population of about 2.2 million, of whom the majority are United Nations-registered
refugees. The Gaza Strip is one of the most densely populated places in the world
(United Nations Environmental Program — UNEP, 2003). It has a total number of
about 3,500 fishermen working on more than 1,000 fishing vessels of different sizes
and capacities (MEnA, 2001). The total production of fisheries resources is about
3,480 tons per year. The accessibility and exploitation of Gazan fishermen to the
fluctuating fishing area is often governed by the Israeli occupation. The Directorate
General of Fisheries Resources, Ministry of Agriculture, is the competent, responsible
and authorized authority to ensure the maximum utilization of fishery resources in the

Palestinian Territories.

quBg 158 M

]
Gaza Strip

Figure (1): Location of the Gaza Strip at the Southwestern Corner of Palestine
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2.2. Data Collection

The current study is cumulative and descriptive in its style, extending for 40 years
starting from 1982 to 2021. Frequent regular and irregular visits have been carried out
to the coast of the Gaza Strip which extends about 42 km along the Mediterranean
Sea, Gaza Fishing Harbor and fish markets in an attempt to study marine biota.
Meetings and discussions with the staff of the Directorate General of Fisheries
Resources of the Ministry of Agriculture, Gazan fishermen, marine police, sea-goers
and even normal people visiting the Mediterranean beaches of the Gaza Strip have
been carried out to fill the gaps needed in data collection concerning cetacean and
even fish fauna. During the study period, data have been gathered from the

stakeholders regarding the sighting, stranding and even bycatch of cetaceans.

The following sources of information were good contributors for the identification of

cetacean species occurring at the Mediterranean coast of the Gaza Strip:

e Stranded cetacean specimens on the beach of the Gaza Strip were identified by the
researchers. When badly decomposed or semi-decomposed specimens were
difficult for definite identification, photos were sent to specialists abroad. This was
applicable for the Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus), Common Bottlenose
Dolphin or Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) and Short-beaked
Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis). Because stranding of cetaceans on the
Palestinian Mediterranean coastline of the Gaza Strip is a discrete and an irregular
phenomenon, nearly all cetacean beachings are reported and documented.

e Dolphins incidentally caught by local fishing gear were identified as well either by
the authors or the clever Gazan fishermen who have good experience with
dolphins.

e Open sea and opportunistic sightings of cetaceans by Gazan fishermen and other
marine parties such as navy and marine police. In the last decade, when mobile
phones with good cameras became popular, some seafarers, fishermen and others,
managed to take some photos and sometimes videos of dolphins accompanying
their boats or facing them at sea.

¢ Reliance on some scientific references and reports that document the occurrence of

cetaceans in the marine waters of the Gaza Strip. It should be noted here that there
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are some lIsraeli studies that were reviewed during the study, which showed
repeated sightings of some cetaceans in the Mediterranean coasts of the Gaza Strip,
with the study of Kerem et al. (2012) was a good example.

e Reliance on the various Palestinian and sometimes Israeli news and social media
websites to gather information regarding the cetacean fauna of the Palestinian coast
on the Mediterranean Sea. In fact, the Palestinian public has become aware of the
stranding of dolphins, especially the Common Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops
truncatus), on the seashore of the Gaza Strip. This comes as a reflection of the
development of social media in Palestine, where these means easily broadcast
photos and videos of rare marine creatures stranding on the beach, including some

species of whales, dolphins, strange fishes and sea turtles.

3. Results

3.1. Incidents of Sightings and Strandings of Baleen Whales in the Gaza Strip

There was a limited number of whale strandings and sightings from the Gaza Strip in

the last 40 years as follows:

1. In the 1980s, two unidentified whales stranded on the beach of the Gaza Strip were
recorded. Some Gazans recalled the stranding of a whale in 1987 on the beach of
Deir El-Balah in the middle of the Gaza Strip as illustrated in Figure 2. The
Department of Biology at the Islamic University of Gaza brought a small part of
the skeleton of the last whale, which at that time reached more than 18 meters in
length, for conservation purposes. Unfortunately, this part of the skeleton did not
last long for unknown reasons. It was said that the whale was exposed to Israeli
fire at that time after it was assumed that it was a submarine.
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2. In the early 1990s, a long, unidentified whale stranded on the beach of Deir EI-
Balah, in the middle of the Gaza Strip. No clear data were available regarding that
event.

3. In the mid-1990's, a long decomposing, unidentified whale stranded in Khan
Yunis, south of the Gaza Strip. Because of the stench that emanated from it and

repeated people's complaints, the carcass of that whale was burned.

Figure 2: A Baleen Whale Was Washed Ashore on the Beach of Deir El-Balah in the Middle of
the Gaza Strip in 1987

4. In June 3, 2009, a dead whale was seen in a deteriorating and almost decomposing
condition on the shores of the city of Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip (Figure 3).
A field observer said that the Israeli gunboats that were stationed at sea fired its
shells towards that whale after it was believed to be a submarine, which led to its
stranding on the beach after its death. The citizens were surprised by the exit of

this whale, which was estimated to have 8 10 meters long, on the beach. The whale
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was covered with wounds and blood, and it came out on the beach as a dead body.
The advanced state of decay of the stranded whale may lead to the thought that it
died one to two weeks before its shooting by Israeli army and later beaching. It
was not possible for scientific forums to see it or preview it. Video clips and
photos narrating that event are the remains of the effects of that whale. After
consultation with regional experts and scientific parties, the stranding whale was
identified as a Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus), the second-biggest mammal
species in the world after the Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus). It was the
same species of dead whales that stranded at that time on the shores of many

countries including Tunisia, Algeria and Kuwait.

Figure (3): Parts of the Decaying Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus) Which Was Washed Ashore
on the Rafah Beach, Southern Gaza Strip on June 3, 2009

5. In a recent sighting, social media pioneers circulated a video clip in April
2019, showing a large, thin-bodied whale wandering among the Gazan
fishermen's boats in the open sea of the Gaza Strip. The video clip shows the
size of the whale as it swims among the fishermen's boats at night while they
are practicing fishing in the Sea. The story began when the fishermen felt
during their work on their boats off the shores of Gaza City, a strange

movement in the water, and the emergence of something like a fountain (blow
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spout), so that the fishermen became sure that there was a whale wandering
among and under their boats. The fishermen were amazed at the whale's
length, speed and blow spout. No one has been able to identify the whale
species due to its blazing speed and nighttime appearance. There were
indications that it was probably the Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus), but
there is no certainty about its exact identity.

6. In a very recent stranding of whales, a dead male Fin Whale (Balaenoptera
physalus), reaching a length of 16.9 meter and weighing about 25 tones, was
washed ashore on a beach in the southern Palestinian city of Al-Majdal
(Asgallan or Ashkelon); several kilometers from the north of the Gaza Strip
on February 18, 2021 (Figure 4). The dead Fin Whale was initially thought to
have been connected to the tar pollution, which killed many marine animals.
Later, Israeli experts determined that the whale was in an advanced state of
decay, which means that it died about two weeks before its stranding on Al-
Majdal Beach.

Figure (4): A Dead Male Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus) Was Washed Ashore on February
18, 2021, on the Beach of Al-Majdal (Ashkelon), A Southern Palestinian City Lying Several
Kilometers North of the Gaza Strip
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3.2. Incidents of Sightings and Strandings of Toothed Whales in the Gaza Strip

In fact, dolphins (toothed whales) are the marine mammals most watched by
fishermen at sea or stranded on the Mediterranean coast extending for 42 km in the
Gaza Strip. The sea waters of the Gaza Strip are sometimes witnessing special visits,
of a number of dolphins with their pods floating at different distances from the sea
shore as pointed out by Gazan fishermen (Figure 5). Many fishermen have reported
that some of the dolphins fall into their fishing nets and that they are trying to free
them from the nets and return them to the water because they have babies that need
feeding and care. Unfortunately, some dolphins may die before they are released and
are dumped at sea or ashore. The Common Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) is
the most common dolphin in the marine waters of the Gaza Strip, and it represents
between 90 — 95 % of the volume of sightings at sea compared to the Short-beaked
Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis) that is rarely seen at sea. But if the matter is
related to cases of stranding of live or dead dolphins, most of the dolphins stranded on
the shore of the Gaza Strip are dead or at the last moments of their death, and some of
them have been shot by the Israeli army stationed in the Mediterranean and off the

coast of the Gaza Strip continuously.

According to the opinions of some fishermen and interested people, the stranding of
the Short-beaked Common Dolphin has been recorded not more than 3 — 4 times over
the past four decades. On the other hand, an average of 1 — 3 strandings of Common
Bottlenose Dolphins is recorded annually. In 2021 alone, four strandings of the
species were noted and recorded. Strandings of the Common Bottlenose Dolphin in
the Gaza Strip occur from time to time in an irregular mean rate of a few individuals
per year. The stomach contents have never been retrieved from the stranding dolphins
in order to give an insight into their dietary habits. Despite the recorded stranding
operations of dead dolphins along the Palestinian coast in the Gaza Strip and
throughout the months of the year (Figure 6), there is a clear record of stranding

during the winter months of the year extending from November to April.
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Figure (5): Common Bottlenose Dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) with Their Pods Floating at

Different Distances from the Sea Shore of the Gaza Strip in December 2013 (https://www.fateh-

gaza.com/post/471)
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(March 2017 )

e

Figure (6): Some Strandings of Dead Common Bottlenose Dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) Along

the Palestinian Coast of the Gaza Strip in Various Years
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3.3. Discovery of an Israeli **Spy Dolphin™ in the Gaza Strip

In late 2015, several Palestinian and non-Palestinian media sites reported that the "spy
dolphin™ was one of the latest Israeli innovations used to spy on the Palestinian
resistance in the besieged Gaza Strip since 2006 (Figure 7). These sites stated that the
naval commando unit of the Al-Qassam Brigades, the military wing of Hamas, during
its training in the depths of the Mediterranean in the Gaza Strip, found a spy device
and cameras installed on the back of a dolphin. The identity or type of the dolphin
was not determined. The naval commando unit of the Al-Qassam Brigades controlled
the spy dolphin and dismantled what it was carrying. The Palestinian resistance
believes that the task of such dolphins is to photograph and spy on the training of
human frog units. Hebrew newspapers later indicated that the spy dolphin also carried
a device capable of shooting arrows in a way that would allow a person to be injured
or killed. Despite the multiplicity of media sites that published the news and the
abundance of stories, the whole topic remained vague and no photos were published

about that spy dolphin.

Figure (7): An llustrative Photograph of Israel’s Exploitation of Dolphin for the Purposes of

Spying on the Palestinian Resistance in the Gaza Strip [Source: Noonpost (2016):

https://www.noonpost.com/content/15207]
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3.4. Notes on the Cetaceans of the Gaza Strip
3.4.1. Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus, Linnaeus 1758)

During the last 4 decades, a very few single individuals of baleen whales were
encountered swimming at open sea by Gazan fishermen, and at least, six strandings of
dead baleen whales were recorded. Two of these strandings were identified as Fin
Whales (Balaenoptera physalus). The Fin Whale is the second largest animal on Earth
after the Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus), which can reach a length of more than
30 meters. It is one of the fastest whales as well. Despite the relative smallness of the
samples that came to the shores of the Gaza Strip and Al-Majdal, a few kilometers
north of the Gaza Strip, the average length of adult specimens of the mammal may
reach 24 meters and weighs about 70 tons. The Fin Whale, which is considered a
cosmopolitan species in the sense that it is found in the entire world's oceans, has a
long and thin body and is gray in color, and it feeds on flocks of small fish, squid and
crustaceans. Like other baleen whales, the species is threatened because of its

extensive hunting for the purpose of obtaining its fat, oil, and baleen plates.
3.4.2. Common Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus, Montagu 1821)

This is the most frequently encountered species either as sightings at open sea or
strandings on the Palestinian waters and coasts throughout the year and along the
entire coastline of the Gaza Strip. Since it is difficult for fishermen or the Palestinian
navy to exceed the distance specified for sea fishing by Israel, cetacean watching and
fishing operations are limited to a few nautical miles from the shore. During the past
20 years, stranding of this species on the shore is more frequent among cetaceans, at a
rate of 1 — 3 stranding per year, and most of the specimens were dead and sometimes
decomposed. On the other hand, seeing this dolphin alone or in groups has been
largely confirmed by some fishermen and even some other marine forums that are
accustomed to frequenting the sea for different purposes (Figures 5 and 6). As
claimed by Gazan fishermen, the species was found to cooperate with local fishermen

by driving fish toward the fishermen and eating the fish that escape the fishermen's
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nets. In November 2016, a Common Bottlenose Dolphin was exposed to two bullets
by the Israeli forces, which led to its death. The dolphin arrived at the sea shore dead,
weighing about 25 to 30 kilograms. The fishermen left it on the beach, while people
gathered around it in a state of astonishment and amazement and took photos and
shared them on social media.

In fact, the Common Bottlenose Dolphin is a very common dolphin species that it
inhabits warm and temperate oceans all over the world. It is very common in the
Mediterranean Sea. It is the most common dolphin because of the wide exposure it
receives in captivity, marine parks, and aquarium and television shows. In most parts
of the world, the length of adult Common Bottlenose Dolphin is between 2.5 and 3.5
m with weight ranging between 200 and 500 kg. Many threats were found to affect
the populations of dolphins worldwide. These included marine pollution like oil spills,
chemical discharges, and hunting for food purposes. Also, dolphins are sometimes

killed inadvertently as a bycatch of fishing.

3.4.3. Short-Beaked Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis, Linnaeus 1758)

In contrast to the occurrence of the Common Bottlenose Dolphin, the Short-beaked
Common Dolphin is a rarely encountered species either as sightings or strandings on
the Palestinian waters and coasts throughout the year and along the entire coastline.
During the past twenty years, the stranding of this species on the beach was limited to
nearly four dead samples, according to the local maritime forums, including the
fishermen. Conversely, seeing this dolphin alone or in groups has been confirmed by

some fishermen who are accustomed to frequenting the sea and fishing.

3.5. Possible Causes of Cetacean Strandings in the Gaza Strip

In spite of the repeated sightings of dolphin at sea in the Gaza Strip, the incidents of
strandings of both baleen and toothed whales were well documented on the coastline
of the Gaza Strip. The causes of death of most of these dolphins were vague, but the
meetings and discussions of the researchers with Gaza fishermen and other

stakeholders revealed many causes of death that end with shore strandings as follows:
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1. Incidental falling into fishing nets: There have been many incidents, as told by
Gazan fishermen, of dolphins falling into fishing nets because of their attempt to
catch the caught fish. Some of these accidents cause dolphins to suffocate and die.

2. Shooting by Israeli forces: Many Gazan fishermen and marine police pointed out
that many cetaceans including baleen whales and dolphins were found to be shot
by Israeli forces because they mistaken them with submarines.

3. Sonar effects: The maneuvers carried out by the Israeli navy or other foreign
navies in the high seas using sonar and other military devices which emit waves
and pulses that act as worrisome for dolphins and make them subject to stranding.

4. Injury: There are many injuring causes that may face whales and dolphins in open
sea. Such injuries cause fatigue and weakness that render them unable to swim and
as a result these creatures swept by sea current to the shores.

5. Diseases: Like injuries, the various diseases that whales and dolphins face in the
seas result in their weakness and inability to swim and dive. Finally, the sea waves
and currents threw them exhausted or dead on the shores.

6. Strong winds and waves: Dolphins were sometimes believed to be drifted to
shore due to strong winds and waves especially in the winter seasons as claimed by
many Gazan fishermen.

7. Marine pollution by various chemicals: Like fish, cetaceans are subject to
various chemical pollutants coming from various sources. Tar pollution, for
example, is fatal for many marine creatures.

8. Hunting too close to shore: The practice of hunting of dolphins to their preys near
the shores may contribute to their collisions with bottoms and the ultimate
beachings.

9. Suicide: There was a good thought among the Gazan marine parties that dolphins
sometimes commit suicide by throwing themselves on the beach, though dolphin
mass suicides have never been recorded in the Gaza Strip. The Gazans acquired the
culture of suicide of whales, especially dolphins, from the frequent scenes
presented by satellite channels, news sites, and social media sites, which show
groups of dolphins coming to the beach. Some of them die and the citizens of

countries return others to marine waters so that they can be alive again.

170




ISRAA UNIVERSITY JOURNAL OF APPLIED SCIENCE

Volume 5 :Issuel, October, 2021 ISSN: 2523-0522

10. Climate Change: It is believable that the raise of marine temperature due to the

global climate change phenomenon may result in marine creature strandings.

4. Discussion

The current study is a descriptive in its style trying to document the cetacean fauna
(baleen and toothed whales) occurring or stranding on the Mediterranean coast of the
Gaza Strip, Palestine. In fact, conducting in-depth studies on this subject in the Gaza
Strip seems to be impossible due several factors. First, the small fishing area of the
Gaza Strip is totally governed by Israel which at its best does not exceed 12 nautical
miles, although what was stipulated in the political agreements allows the Palestinians
to fish up to 20 nautical miles. Nevertheless, since the signing of the Oslo Agreement
in 1994 until now, the fishing area fluctuates between 3 — 12 nautical miles,
depending on the political, military and security conditions that the Israelis specify.
The Palestinians have been forbidden from navigation in the high sea and as a result,
the Palestinian marine resources have been not fully studied or surveyed. Second,
there is a complete lack of specialists who are relating to marine ecology and marine
biodiversity, especially the marine mammals. For this reason, it was difficult to know
the nature of most of the whales that stranded on the coast of the Gaza Strip during
the past 40 years, as the current study showed. Third, the Palestinian marine technical
potential in terms of the marine fleet is very poor and old to the extent that it cannot
meet the current fishing conditions, let alone in-depth studies of fish stocks and other
marine creatures such as whales and other marine mammals. For example, Kerem et
al. (2012) showed that a single Fin Whale was spotted 55 km off Gaza over a bottom
depth of 600 m, so how could the Palestinians document such gigantic creatures when
they could not freely fish in the fishing area permitted to them by Israel? Based on the
above, the current study relied more clearly on cetacean strandings that come to the
beach in the Gaza Strip. Furthermore, the data of this study contribute to the
knowledge of the poorly known cetacean fauna of the Palestinian shores of the

Mediterranean Sea.
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The current study showed the strandings of six baleen whales during the past four
decades. The most recent of which was in February 2021 in southern Palestine, a few
kilometers from the north of the Gaza Strip, where a dead specimen of a Fin Whale
measuring 17 meters in length stranded. The multiplicity of strandings of both baleen
and toothed whales on the small coast of the Gaza Strip, which is 42 km long,
demonstrates the importance of the eastern Mediterranean basin in housing a
considerable number of cetaceans as a lot of studies demonstrated (Weitkowitz, 1992;
Oztirk and Oztirk, 1998; Kerem et al., 2012; Khalaf et al., 2003; Bazairi et al., 2010;
Oztiirk et al., 2011; Dede et al., 2012; IUCN, 2012; Shoham-Frider et al., 2014 and
2016; Gaspari et al., 2015; Bearzi, 2017; Farrag et al., 2019; Abo-Taleb, 2020 and
Stephens et al., 2021). As an indication of the importance of the Palestinian
Mediterranean waters in harboring a diversity of cetaceans; particularly dolphins, a
2,000-year-old and 16-inch dolphin statue clutching a fish between its jaws, carved
from marble, appeared during an lIsraeli archaeological excavation near Kibbutz
Magen (12 miles inland from the Mediterranean Sea), on the border with the Gaza
Strip, in March 2015 as illustrated in Figure 8 (Ben Zion, 2015).

Figure (8): A Statuette of a Dolphin, Clutching A Fish Between Its Jaws, Found Near Kibbutz
Magen, Near the Gaza Strip; 12 Miles Inland from the Mediterranean Sea [Source: Ben Zion,
2015
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During the last 40 years, some old Gazan fishermen who used to fish far from the
shore off the coast of Gaza or even the Egyptian coast admitted that they were able to
see some baleen whales at sea for very short periods of time. Some of them saw the
flukes of whales emerging from the water and some of them saw the water fountains
emerging from the nostril opening. None of these fishermen was able to identify the
whale species encountered or to give any accurate information about them. Despite
this, the last whale strandings in and around the Gaza Strip were of dead specimens of
the Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus) (Abd Rabou, 2014). Such strandings of this
whale species; in particular, could be attributed to many reasons: The Fin whale is the
most commonly observed mysticetes within the Mediterranean Sea (Stephens et al.,
2021). It is a regular inhabitant of the Mediterranean Sea because of the feeding and
reproductive needs the sea provides to the whale. The commonality of whale was
acknowledged by Notarbartolo di Sciara et al. (2003) although the available evidence
gives it a status as a visitor of the eastern Mediterranean basin as suggested by Kerem
et al. (2012). The whale was known to strand in a variety of countries' coasts as
revealed by Dede et al. (2012); Shoham-Frider et al. (2014), Abd Rabou (2020) and
Stephens et al. (2021). Kerem et al., (2012) pointed out that many separate instances
of single young individuals of the Fin Whale were encountered entering into Israeli
harbors, either swimming in alive or floating in dead. Moreover, many Israeli parties
confirmed the sighting of Fin Whales of different sizes in the Mediterranean waters
including that of the Gaza Strip (Kerem et al., 2012).

Two dolphin species; namely the Common Bottlenose Dolphin and the Short-beaked
Common Dolphin constituted the only toothed whales encountered as sighting or
stranding cases in the Mediterranean waters of the Gaza Strip. The first is by far the
most frequently encountered species year-round and along the 42-km coastline of the
Gaza Strip. These observations include calves and adults of different sizes. The
majority of sightings were close to shore. The relative high number of Common
Bottlenose Dolphin strandings in comparison to the other species suggests that this
species is particularly abundant in the Palestinian shores of the Mediterranean
(Reeves and Notarbartolo Di Sciara, 2006). The Common Bottlenose Dolphin is a
regular Mediterranean inhabitant (Notarbartolo di Sciara and Birkun, 2010). Recent

cetacean listings from neighboring eastern Mediterranean countries have the species
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ranking high on the list (Oztirk and Oztiirk, 1998; Abd Rabou et al., 2007a; Gonzalvo
and Bearzi, 2008). As far as the lIsraeli sightings of the dolphin in question are
concerned, many group sightings were made; one of which were for 30 individuals
including six calves, were sighted 50 km west of Gaza on August 2007. Similar
results were found by EI Hili et al. (2010) who studied the cetaceans stranded along
the Tunisian northern-coasts. Although it was confirmed by local fishermen, no
precise data on the number of dolphins suffering by getting caught in the Gazan
fishing gear. The diet of the Common Bottlenose Dolphin consists mainly of eels,
squid, shrimp and a wide variety of fishes (Brand et al., 2019). For this reason, many
Gazan fishermen claimed the incidental by-catch of the species while fishing.
According to Brand et al. (2019) the slender Balearic Eels (Ariosoma balearicum),
which are frequently found protruding from the net's eyes, presumably making easy
prey for dolphins.

The rarity of recording the Short-beaked Common Dolphin among the stranded
dolphins in the Gaza Strip could be attributed to its general decline in the
Mediterranean waters. According to Bearzi et al. (2003), the species used to be a
common inhabitant of the Mediterranean Sea, but the past half century witnessed a
clear decline in its range and the Mediterranean is now the last stronghold of its
relative abundance as revealed by Notarbartolo di Sciara and Birkun (2010).
Nowadays, the species in the Mediterranean is rare (Christensen, 2011) and is
classified as a threatened status under the IUCN Red List (Bearzi et al., 2003). Even
in Israel, the record is rather poor on strandings of the Short-beaked Common Dolphin
(Kerem et al., 2012).

One of the most obvious reasons cited by the Gazans for the stranding and death of
cetaceans was their exposure to fire by Israeli forces stationed in the Mediterranean
Sea, or the suffocation of some dolphins due to their accidental fall into fishing nets.
Nevertheless, in the course of the study, fishermen mentioned other causes of death
and stranding of cetaceans, whether in the Gaza Strip or in other coastal areas of the
world. In fact, incidents of shooting by Israel at naval targets are a common
phenomenon of the Palestinian marine waters. Any Palestinian who lives in the Gaza

Strip does not deny the shooting incidents because of their high density, as the Israeli
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army pursues Palestinian boats in the Israeli designated fishing area and sometimes
kills or arrests Gazan fishermen, confiscates their boats and fishing equipment, or
burns and destroys them. Abd Rabou (2020) pointed out that the Israelis believe that
cetaceans are submarines, and that is why they automatically fire at them for security

and military reasons.

In fact, the Palestinians did not undertake to take samples from stranded cetaceans to
study the causes that led to their death and stranding. All it is for some Palestinians to
film the events and display them on social media. On the other hand, the extent of the
Israeli interest in cetaceans and marine mammals does not make their appearance and
stranding an accident. Competent authorities rushed to take the necessary samples to
document the causes of death for cetaceans, and this was what actually happened in
the last dead Fin Whale thrown by marine waters in February 2021 in Majdal
(Ashkelon), southern Palestine, and it was found that the whale died two weeks before
its stranding and there seemed to be no connection to the oil pollution, which was

prevalent at that time, with the death of that whale.

Accordingly, the causes of cetacean strandings on the coastline of the Gaza Strip, that
were mentioned by Gazan fishermen and other marine parties, seemed to be logic, as
many global studies on cetaceans and marine mammals showed such related causes.
Aguilar and Borrell (1994) revealed dolphin mass mortalities by high levels of marine
pollution, where abnormally high polychlorinated biphenyl levels were diagnosed in
specimens of the Striped Dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba). Entanglement in fishing
gear and incidental captures were mentioned as a main threat to cetaceans as pointed
out by Kuiken et al. (1994) and Kirkwood (1997). Parasitic diseases and injuries were
known to threaten cetaceans as well (Lambertsen, 1992 and Luksenburg, 2014).
Weilgart (2007) pointed out that the anthropogenic noise in oceans had negative
impacts on cetaceans. The shooting incidents by the Israeli forces stationed in the
Palestinian marine waters at some specimens of live or dead cetaceans that stranded
on the shore of the Gaza Strip have been repeated under the pretext of security
reasons and because they think that the bodies of cetaceans of all sizes may be
submarines that may serve the Palestinians or some armed wings in the Gaza Strip.

The killing of cetaceans by the Israelis for security reasons may not happen except in

175



ISRAA UNIVERSITY JOURNAL OF APPLIED SCIENCE

Volume 5 :Issuel, October, 2021 ISSN: 2523-0522

Palestinian marine waters and is rarely done by other forces around the world, but on
the other hand, the use of firearms for euthanizing stranded whales and dolphins
worldwide has been validated as pointed out by Hampton et al. (2004). As far as the
climate change is concerned, it is a global environmental issue that dictates its harsh
impacts on the global biodiversity, of which the marine mammals are a critical part as
confirmed by Schumann et al (2013).

There are many Palestinian and non-Palestinian theories and conversations regarding
the Israeli use of some animals for the purpose of spying on Palestinian resistance
movements or on other countries. As for the use of dolphins for this task, it is not
completely excluded. The Al-Qassam Brigades, the military wing of the Islamic
Resistance Movement (Hamas), claimed that a dolphin was captured near the Gaza
Strip with a camera and spy equipment in 2015. Despite the ambiguity and secrecy of
the scene, it seems very possible, especially since news websites mention the attempts
of many countries such as the United States of America, Russia and others to use
different forms of animals, including dolphins, to spy and detect explosive devices in
the deep sea. The discovery of a Beluga Whale (Delphinapterus leucas) in
Norwegian waters that works for the Russian Navy has attracted the attention of the
whole world, especially as Russia has a long history of using various forms of animals
including whales and seals in espionage operations (Kirby, 2019 and Roache, 2019).
The United States of America has also used the Common Bottlenose Dolphins
(Tursiops truncatus) and California Sea Lions (Zalophus californianus) at a naval
base in San Diego, California to patrol restricted waters and search for targets, and the
program has been criticized by animal rights advocates for years, who consider it a
violation of animals (Roache, 2019).
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Conclusion

In conclusion, the Mediterranean coast of the Gaza Strip is expected to be home to
many cetacean faunistic species including the species revealed in the current study.
There is an urgent need in the national, marine and scientific parties for a
comprehensive and adequate survey of marine resources in the Gaza Strip, including
fish and marine mammals, especially cetaceans. This requires the support of the
marine scientific disciplines and the naval fleet capable of doing so. The role of
different parties should be harmonized to ensure that human activities are sustainable
and compatible with the mandate to preserve local marine natural resources including

cetaceans.
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