
42

Journal of the Marine Biological Association of India (2010)

K. S. S. M. Yousuf et al.J. Mar. Biol. Ass. India, 52 (1) :  42 - 47, January - June 2010

Introduction

The spinner dolphin Stenella longirostris is
globally distributed and found in all the tropical,
subtropical and oceanic temperate waters (Perrin
and Gilpatrick, 1994). Among the cetaceans that
inhabit the Indian seas, the spinner dolphin is the
most abundant and widely distributed species (Afsal
et al., 2008). Studies on the morphological
characteristics of dolphins provide valuable
information to determine sexual dimorphism,
differential growth pattern and to distinguish the
subspecies (Perrin et al., 1979). Data on the
morphometric characteristics of spinner dolphin in
the Indian seas are limited to a few reports from
stranded or washed-ashore animals (Lal Mohan,
1985; Rajaguru and Natarajan, 1985; Kumaran,
1989; Sathya and Chandrasekar, 1997). In the present
study, the morphometric data on the spinner dolphin
incidentally caught in fishing gear and landed at
Chennai and Kakinada (Bay of Bengal; east coast
of India) are presented.

Material and Methods

Sample collection:  A total of 16 specimens of
the spinner dolphin Stenella longirostris incidentally
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Abstract
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caught in fishing gear and landed at Chennai (13°
05’ N lat., 79° 46’ E long.) and Kakinada (16° 51’
N lat., 80° 10’ E long.) during September-October
2004 were analysed (Table 1). The distance between
the two landing centres is about 400 km. All the
specimens were in fresh condition.

Morphometric measurements: A set of 20 length
and two girth measurements were made from each
specimen following Perrin (1975).  Measuring total
length along the body gives erroneous reading due
to irregular shape of the body. Hence, the total body
length measurement was taken in a straight line
parallel to axis from the tip of the upper jaw to the
centre of the notch between the tail flukes using a
flexible measuring tape. For measuring total length,
two sticks one in upper jaw and another in fluke
notch between flukes were placed perpendicularly
and the length was taken by measuring the distance
between the sticks without any slackening.  Thus,
the measurement of total length was parallel to the
body axis whereas all the others were point-to-point
measurements. Though it is possible to arrive at
parallel to axis of all morphometric characteristics
from point-to-point measurements by making use of
good photographs, we have not attempted this, as
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photographs were not taken under standard
conditions.

Coefficient of Variation (CV= standard deviation
/ mean x 100) was calculated for each character to
find out variation among the individuals.

Results

The total length of males ranged between 84 and
170 cm and that of females from 86 to 168 cm
(Table 1). The CV of each morphometric character
was very high and ranged from 14.6 (centre of eye
to centre of blowhole) to 34.0% (fluke span) among
the 16 individuals (Table 2). S. longirostris is known
to mature at total length of 162.5 cm (male) and 160
cm (female) (Perrin and Reilly, 1984). Considering
this, the data collected were segregated into calf
male, adult male and adult female. There were only
two female calves in the sample. The CV for
segregated data was considerably low, and ranged
from 2.0 to 14.3% for calf male, 1.7 to 8.8% for
adult male and 2.0 to 16.0% for adult female. This
indicates differential growth pattern of the calf and
adult, and the male and female.

Table 1. Samples of Stenella longirostris collected at
Chennai and Kakinada during September-
October 2004

Sex Location Total length (cm)
Chennai Kakinada

Male 9 1 84-170

Female 4 2 86-168

Total 13 3 84-170

To confirm this, the ratio of each morphometric
character to the total length was estimated. The analysis
indicates the following trends in the male: (i) of the
11 characteristics related to the anterior part of the
body (character 2 to 12), the ratio of 10 characteristics
to the total length was higher for calf male than that
of adult male (Table 2). This shows that the growth
of the anterior portion slows as the animal grows. It
also suggests that the head of calf is relatively larger
than that of adult male as observed in Stenella attenuata
by Sanvicenta-Anorve et al. (2004). (ii) The flipper
(C17 and 18) growth also slows with the growth of
the male. (iii) However, the height of dorsal fin (C20)
and fluke span (C21) increases.

The conspicuous differences between adult male
and female are as follows: (i) the posterior portion
(C12 and 13) is lengthier in the female and facilitates
enough space for accommodating the growing calf
in the uterus. (ii) However, the girth (C15 and 16)
of the female, especially at anus, is shorter than the
male. (iii) The dorsal fin height (C20) and fluke
span (C21) are shorter in female.

Discussion

In the present study, the morphometric
characteristics of the spinner dolphin have been
analysed for only a few animals, but the samples
were represented by individuals with a wide range
of body length (84 cm to 170 cm). The study shows
that the dorsal fin and fluke span grow rapidly with
ontogeny. Perrin (1975) too reported that the ratio
of the anterior portion of the body in the total length
of the spinner dolphin is linear until the total length
reaches approximately 150 cm, after which it
increases much less rapidly and varies markedly.
The pattern of change in the proportional dimension
of the appendages of the adult is however, quite
different from that of the young ones. The rate of
increase of height of dorsal fin and fluke span relative
to the total length accelerates with ontogeny, as
reported by Perrin (1975), which indicates
improvement in the swimming efficiency of the
adult.

The morphometric characteristics of spinner
dolphin vary greatly geographically. Based on
morphological characteristics, three sub species of
spinner dolphin, viz., S. longirostris
centroamericana, S. l. orientalis, S. l. longirostris
and S. l. roseiventris are reported to occur in the
world oceans (Perrin, 1990; Perrin et al., 1999).
Morphological features of these sub species found
in different geographical regions have been described
by Schnell et al. (1982) and Van Waerebeek et al.
(1999). Rice (1998) has opined that the spinner
dolphin occurring in the Indian seas is S. longirostris
longirostris (Gray’s spinner dolphin). Recent genetic
investigation (Jayasankar et al., 2008) on similar
individuals used for the present study has suggested
that spinner dolphin from the Indian sea as Stenella
longirostris but did not recognize sub species.
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In earlier works by different researchers in India,
there was no uniformity in measuring the animals.
Hence, comparison of the present study with those
of earlier studies was not attempted. A comparison

of the morphometric characteristics of the spinner
dolphin of Bay of Bengal (present study) with those
from other geographical areas reveals the following:
(i) the total length of individuals in the present study

Table 2. Morphometric measurements of calf male (n = 4), adult male (n= 6), adult female (n= 4) and calf female
(n=2) of Stenella longirostris landed at Chennai  and Kakinada; CV= Co-efficient of variation from the mean

Characteristics Calf male Adult male Adult female Calf All samples
female

Mean CV Mean CV Mean CV Mean Mean CV
(cm) (%)  (cm) (%) (cm) (%) (cm) (cm) (%)

Length, total 88.4 5.9 161.7 3.8 162.8 3.7 90 132.8 27.3

Length, tip of the upper jaw to
centre of eye 17.9 2.8  30.4 6.7   30.1 3.4 18.35 25.4 24.1

Length, tip of the upper jaw to
apex of the melon (snout length)  7.4 5.9 15.4 5.8 15.7 3.8 7.35 12.3 33.1

Length of the gape (tip of the
upper jaw to angle of the gape) 15.2 4.5 26.7 7.9 26.7 4.2  15.9 22.1 25.6

Length, tip of the external
auditory meatus 20.3 3.8    33.4 5.6 34.6 3.2  21.35 28.6 23.3

Centre of the eye to external
auditory meatus  2.6 11.4  4.5 7.7   4.9 16.0 2.85  3.9 27.8

Centre of eye to angle of gape  2.5 2.0  4.1 4.8  4.1 6.1 2.75  3.5 21.6

Centre of eye to centre of blowhole  8.9 9.5    11.9 3.9   11.3 8.4 8.75  10.6 14.6

Length, tip of upper jaw to
blowhole along the mid line 18.0 2.3 31.1 5.8   31.2 3.5  17.9  26.4 26.0

Length, tip of upper jaw to
anterior insertion of flipper 24.8 2.7 42.1 5.3   41.0 2.0  25.4  35.0 23.6

Length, tip of upper jaw to
tip of dorsal fin 59.0 5.3 102.0 4.8 100.6 4.6 60.65  83.6 25.5

Length, tip of upper jaw to
mid point of umbilicus 47.4 3.1   82.8 5.4 92.1 15.4 49.25  71.2 29.0

Length, tip of upper jaw to mid
point of genital aperture 60.2 4.8 110.4 5.8 117.0   2.7 64.5 92.2 28.0

Length, tip of upper jaw to
center of anus 66.4 4.7 123.2 5.6 120.8   2.4 69.25 99.9 27.2

Girth at axilla 46.3 6.9   75.6 4.0 74.8   3.7 47.65 63.8 22.3

Girth at anus 25.1 9.2   52.0 8.8 43.1   8.2 25 39.1 31.3

Length of flipper
(anterior insertion of tip) 15.9 4.7   24.7 3.6 25.7   6.8 15.8 21.4 22.0

Length of flipper (axilla to tip) 12.1 14.3   18.8 1.7 18.9   4.5 11.5 15.9 22.5

Width, flipper (maximum) 5.5 7.6 9.1 5.2 8.7 3.7 5.7 7.6 22.5

Height of dorsal fin
(fin tip to base) 8.6 12.0   16.7 8.4  14.6 13.5  8.15  12.7 30.7

Fluke span 17.4   6.0   38.1 5.9  34.2   8.6 16.75  28.6 34.0

Width of flukes   6.1   7.5   10.0 5.8  10.2   6.1 6.4 8.5 23.2
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(84-170 cm) was smaller than those from the Costa
Rican (181-216 cm), eastern Pacific (163-182 cm)
and Hawaiian (179-185 cm) waters (Perrin, 1975).
(ii) The ratio of most of the characteristics in the
total length of both adult male and female in the Bay
of Bengal is higher than that of the eastern Pacific

and Hawaiian forms as reported by Perrin (1975)
(Table 3). However, a few measurements in
particular, the ratio of flipper length and width are
similar to those of the eastern forms. Similarly, the
ratio of the Bay of Bengal form is higher than the
white belly form (Perrin, 1975). A perusal of

Table 3. Comparison of ratio of morphometric characters with the total mean length of S. longirostris  from the Bay
of Bengal (BOB; present study) and eastern Pacific and Hawaii (EP&H; Perrin, 1975); mean total length
is given in cm; all the other values are in percentage

Characteristics Calf male Calf Adult male Adult female
(BOB) female BOB EP & H BOB EP & H

 (BOB)

Length, total (cm) 88.4 90 161.7 171.7 162.8 168.3

Length, tip of the upper jaw to
centre of eye 20.2   20.4 18.8 17.8  18.5  18.3

Length, tip of the upper jaw to apex
of the melon (snout length)  8.4 8.2 9.5 7.9  9.6 8.4

Length of the gape (tip of the upper
jaw to angle of the gape) 17.2      17.7   16.5    15.4   16.1    15.9

Length, tip of the external
auditory meatus 23.0      23.7   20.7   21.3

Centre of the eye to external
auditory meatus 2.9 3.2 2.8 3.0

Centre of eye to angle of gape 2.8 3.1 2.5 2.5

Centre of eye to center of blowhole 10.1 9.7 7.4 6.8 6.9 6.9

Length, tip of upper jaw to
blowhole along the mid line 20.4     19.9  19.2    17.8  19.2    18.4

Length, tip of upper jaw to
anterior insertion of flipper 28.1     28.2  26.0   25.1  25.2    25.5

Length, tip of upper jaw
to tip of dorsal fin 66.7     67.4  63.1   55.2  61.8    57.8

Length, tip of upper jaw to
mid point of umbilicus 53.6     54.7  51.2   49.4  56.7    49.7

Length, tip of upper jaw to mid
point of genital aperture 68.1 71.7 68.3  71.9

Length, tip of upper jaw to center of anus 75.1 76.9 76.2 74.2

Girth at axilla 52.4 52.9 46.8   44.5 45.9 43.8

Girth at anus 28.4 27.8 32.2 26.5

Length of flipper (anterior insertion of tip) 18.0 17.6 15.3 15.8

Length of flipper (axilla to tip) 13.7 12.8 11.6   11.4 11.6 11.5

Width, flipper (maximum) 6.2 6.3   5.6     5.5   5.3 5.3

Height of dorsal fin (fin tip to base) 9.7 9.1 10.3   9.0

Fluke span 19.7 18.6 23.6   22.8 21.0    21.7

Width of flukes 6.9  7.1   6.2   6.3
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literature shows wide variations among the
morphometrics of the spinner dolphin from different
geographical locations. Perrin et al. (1985) reported
that the coastal forms are larger than offshore forms
of Stenella sp. with regard to all measurements.
These differences are related to the feeding habits
of the coastal animals (Douglas et al., 1984). Schnell
et al. (1982) also reported that the coastal Stenella
longirostris are larger than the offshore forms and
have robust feeding apparatus to feed on larger and
harder prey. In the present study, the animals were
caught incidentally by gillnet within 20 nm from the
shore where the depth ranges between 20 and 70 m
and hence, it can be considered that all the samples
may be coastal. In the absence of oceanic samples,
it is not possible to determine differences between
coastal and offshore forms in the Bay of Bengal.

This study emphasizes the need for further
research on small cetaceans in the Indian seas on
the following lines: (i) more samples need to be
analysed for arriving at conclusions on differential
growth pattern and sexual dimorphism. (ii) For
assigning endangered status of a species, it is
important that data sets generated from the Indian
seas are compared with the large data sets available
from different oceans. (iii) To achieve this and to
make inferences, similar data on other small
cetaceans in the Indian seas need to be collected by
following standard and uniform methods of data
collection.
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