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The Canary Islands are considered the area of greatest richness and diversity of cetaceans in the
North Atlantic Ocean, as 30 different species have been observed, both resident and migratory.
Since half of the last century, the pollution of marine environment has increased exponentially
worldwide due in part to the use of plastic. The aim of this study is to estimate the impact of marine
debris in cetacean population of the Canary Islands through the analysis of the presence of foreign
bodies in stranded animals. Therefore, we performed a retrospective study of the necropsy cases
since January 2000 to December 2014. In this period, 464 cetaceans were necropsied, out of a total
number of 646 individuals stranded on the Canary Islands, and 36 specimens presented foreign
body ingestion (7.76% of stranded necropsied animals). The most affected species were Cuvier's
beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris), sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) and Atlantic spotted
dolphin (Stenella frontalis). Nearly all these cetaceans belong to deep-diving species 20/36
(55.56%), including 10 individuals of the Ziphiidae family (10/36; 27.78%). The foreign bodies
found, mostly in the stomach compartments, were: plastics (mainly bags) (77.78%), ropes/threads
(25%), metal filaments (8.33%), fragments of cloth/pieces of fabric (5.56%), and glass fragments
(2.78%). The cause of death was directly associated with the presence of foreign bodies in 13 of the
36 animals (36.11%). Besides these cases, several animals presented intestinal obstruction and
bleeding ulcers in the digestive tract were also observed. Although currently it is not possible to
make a statistical inference to a population level, these data should be taken seriously as they
suggest that marine debris ingestion is a real problem for cetaceans in this area.
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