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MARINE MAMMALS OF SRI LANKA 
Howard Martens!n 



STATUS 

Largest mammal on earth. Careful a"ention to colour pa"ern, head 
shape, dorsal fin shape and position, and dive behaviour will help 
distinguish it from other large rorquals. #e mo"ling colouration and 
small dorsal fin are diagnostic.  

Balaenoptera musculus 

Straight up blow 
9-12m high 

Blue Whale 
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Body is very long, tapered, streamlined, 
smooth; head is broad, long and almost U-
shaped. A prominent ridge from the tip of the 
rostrum to the blowholes. Body is blue-grey, 
but often with lighter grey mo"ling on a 
darker background (or with darker spots on a 
lighter background); belly is usually paler and 
sometimes white; underside of flippers may 
be a lighter colour or white; ventral part of 
fluke is dark. Dorsal fin: about 30cm high, is 
very small and triangular or falcate or tip may 
be rounded or pointed, located ¾ of the way 
back. Flippers: tapered and relatively short. 
Flukes: broad and triangular; rear edge is 
smooth and slightly concave with a marked 
median notch.   

18-25m (28m) 
80-130 tonnes 

KEY IDENTIFICATION 
• Exceptionally long body 
• Longitudinal ridge on head  
• Blue-grey body colour 
• Light-grey mo"led appearance 
• Tiny, stubby fin set far back 
• Broad, fla"ened, U-shaped head 
• Large blow holes & splash guard 
• Extremely thick peduncle 
• Baleen plates: 260-400 pairs 
• #roat groves: 55-88  COMMON 
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GROUP SIZE 1-2 (up to 25) 

T: neelaththimingilam 
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‘Flukes up’ and ‘flukes down’ on 
dives. 
Sightings all year.  



STATUS 

Sperm whales are generally easy to distinguish from other large whales 
at sea, even at a great distance. #e uniquely angled blow is diagnostic.  

Sperm Whale Robust body with a wrinkled aft of the 
head; head is very large, squared off and 
blunt, with a small, inconspicuous under 
slung jaw up to 1/3rd of total body length; 
few ventral grooves aft of it; low rounded 
dorsal hump; series of bumps or “knuckles” 
on dorsal ridge of tailstock. Blowhole is 
located forward on the left side of head. 
Adult male is much smaller than adult 
female. Dorsal fin: squat and hump-like. 
Most females display calosites. Flippers: 
short and wide with broadly rounded tips. 
Flukes: 5m wide, are broad and triangular 
with a distinct notch in the middle; scars 
and marks on trailing edge. 

KEY IDENTIFICATION 
• Huge, squarish head 
• Low hump-like dorsal fin 
• “Knuckles” from hump to flukes 
• Single, slit-like blowhole 
• Dark body with wrinkled skin 
• Broad flukes raised on deep dive 
• Often motionless at surface 
• Lobtails, breaches and headout 
• Dives for long periods 
• Jaw teeth: 0 / 36-50 COMMON 
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GROUP SIZE 1-50 (up to 150) 

T: vinthu thimingilam 
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Physeter macrocephalus 

10-18m (20m) 
15-45 tonnes 

Sideways, forward angled  
blow 1½ -5m high 
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‘Flukes up’ signals a steep dive of 
longer duration. 
Sightings all year round. 

Front view 
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