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Abstract 
We report on two case studies of skin lesions of  
unknown etiology in wild-ranging bottlenose dolphin calves in 
Monterey Bay, CA (USA), documented through digital  
photography. In the first case study, the progression of the lesions 
was documented from 19 August, 2006 to 28 September, 2008. 
While the condition appeared severe and widespread, including a 
number of unusual crater-form ulcerations, the behavior and  
overall health of the calf seemed normal. The condition eventually 
resolved leaving very little scarring. In the second case study, the 
calf had no skin lesions shortly after birth on 23 October, 2008, but 
in less than a year developed significant necrotic ulcerations.  The 
animal appeared emaciated and behaved abnormally. One year 
later, on 9 June, 2010, the calf was re-sighted in an apparently  
improved condition. We believe the conditions described to be  
undocumented in the literature for wild-ranging bottlenose  
dolphins. [JMATE. 2010;3(1):5-9] 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 A variety of skin conditions occur in cetaceans 
(6, 7). Bottlenose dolphin populations worldwide have 
been affected and the presence of skin conditions have 
been linked to environmental factors such as water  
salinity and temperature, and to anthropogenic factors 
such as pollution and contaminants (8, 9). Diagnosing 
the cause of skin conditions in free-ranging animals is 
often impossible without sampling the affected area 
and performing clinical tests. In addition, the ability to 
monitor the progression and resolution of these  
conditions is often limited, unless known individuals 
are re-sighted over time, or the animals are kept in 
captivity.  
 Maldini et al. (4) reported on a variety of skin 
conditions affecting wild-ranging bottlenose dolphins 
in Monterey Bay. Here, we report on two calves  
affected by conditions that appear visually distinct 
from those described previously for this population  

(1, 4, 8). The strength of the observations we present 
lies in the photographic record, which illustrates the 
progression of severe skin conditions in two case 
studies.   
 We collected these observations  
opportunistically during a longitudinal study of 
coastal bottlenose dolphins in Monterey Bay,  
California. Our boat-based surveys covered waters ≤ 
20 m deep between the shoreline and 1 km offshore, the 
limit of coastal bottlenose dolphin distribution in this 
area (2, 3). Monterey Bay is located along the central 
California coastline, between Santa Cruz to the north 
and Point Piños to the south (latitude: 36º 37’ N to 36º 
56’ N). Dolphins were photographed using digital  
technology (Canon 40D with Canon 100-400mm Image 
Stabilized zoom lens). The two case study animals were 
among 47 calves associated with known adult females 
assumed to be their mothers between 2006 and 2009. In 
both cases described, we were not able to collect biopsy 
samples of the animals because we lacked the necessary 
federal permits. Although the etiology of the skin  
conditions causing these lesions remains unknown, 
we believe the photographic documentation provided 
will prove useful for comparative purposes to  
researchers studying wild-ranging dolphins. 
 

CASE STUDY 1 
 The first case involved a dolphin calf (C-208), 
whose widespread bilateral skin lesions persisted for 
at least three consecutive years (2006-2008). We  
illustrate the lesions’ progression and resolution using 
sequential detailed photographic documentation 
(Figure 1). Following is a synopsis of the lesions’  
progression illustrated by the photographs: 
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Figure 1A – 19 August, 2006  
 Mother-calf pair A-207/C-208 was sighted for 
the first time. The calf (C-208) appeared to be 1-2 
years of age, based on body size, patterns of  
association with putative mother (A-207), and  
behavior. The photo depicts C-208 with widespread 
raised, hypo- and hyper-pigmented, 3-6 cm, annular 
(Figure 1A: X and U) and linear (Figure 1A: L) skin  
lesions.  Some lesions are crater-form, with central  
ulceration surrounded by concentric hypo- and  
hyper- pigmented rings, (Figure 1A: U) and are  
distributed over the dorsum of the trunk. A patchily  
distributed orange film is visible posterior to the  
dorsal fin (sensu 8, indicated by F in Figure 1A).  
Together, these lesions cover ≥ 50% of the calf’s visible 
dorsal surface; the dorsal fin appears unaffected. The calf 
appears of normal girth for its size. There are no signs of 
emaciation (i.e., sunken flanks, or sunken area around 
the blowhole). Based on visual observation the calf’s 
swimming pattern appeared normal. 
 
Figure 1B – 5 September, 2006  
 This photo of C-208 was taken 17 days later. 
The crater-form ulcerations (Figure 1B: U) have closed 
and ‘velvety’ hypopigmented skin covers most lesions 
which are either in relief or slightly sunken, and 1-6 cm 
in diameter.  All lesions are rimmed by  
hyperpigmented skin. Linear lesions (Figure 1B: L) are 
still present. The orange film is not visible and may or 
may not be present. Based on boat-based visual  
observations, the calf did not exhibit any abnormal 
swimming behavior.  
 
Figure 1C – 18 September, 2006 
 Thirteen days later there is little notable change 
in the lesions but the orange film is no longer present.  
Behavior and body mass appeared normal. 
 
Figure 1D – 28 October, 2006  
 Forty-nine days later, the calf is photographed in 
full breach allowing a complete view of the right side 
of the body, which was not previously photographed.  
This photograph confirms the full-body extent of  
lesion coverage.  The calf is surfing with other dolphins 
and its putative mother suggesting normal energy levels 
and behavior. 

Figure 1 - Case Study 1: Dolphin C-208 on 19 August 2006 (A), 5 
September 2006 (B), 18 September 2006 (C), and 28 October 2006 
(D).  Features of interest include crater-form ulcerations (U), an-
nular lesions with hyperpigmented center and hypopigmented bor-
der (X), orange film (F), and linear lesions (L). 
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Figure 2 – 15 September, 2007 
 This photograph (Figure 2) was taken almost one 
year later.  All lesions have decreased in size, faded in 
color, appear flush with the skin and are ≤ 3 cm in  
diameter (L). 
 
Figure 3 – 18 September, 2008  
 The skin condition appears healed, most lesions 
having faded leaving few faint marks (L). The animal 
is now the size of a juvenile and was seen swimming 
in a group of other similar-size juveniles. The putative 
mother (A-207) is not in the photo, and was neither  
photographed nor seen during the sighting. We  
encountered her a few days later without C-208,  
suggesting the two had separated. Behavior and body 
mass appeared normal. 
 We found one report in the literature describing 
eroded ‘vesicular’ lesions caused by a calicivirus in a 
bottlenose dolphin housed in an open-water pen (5).  
Based on photographs, these lesions were irregularly 
shaped and lacked the concentric hyper- and  
hypo- pigmented pattern seen in C-208; the difference 
in appearance suggests lesions in C-208 may have a 
different etiology.  
 

Figure 2 - Case Study 1: Dolphin C-208 on 15  
September 2007.  Note that all lesions have decreased in size, faded 
in color, and appear flush with the skin.  
Linear lesion (L) and lesions within rectangle are noted as a refer-
ence points. 

Figure 3 - Case Study 1: Dolphin C-208 on 18  
September 2008.  The skin condition appears healed, as all le-
sions have faded and decreased in size since the previous year. 
Linear lesion (L) and lesions within rectangle are noted as a refer-
ence points. 

 

CASE STUDY 2 
 The second case study is a calf (C-249)  
associated with an adult female assumed to be its 
mother (A-29). Following is a synopsis of the  
progression of C-249’s skin condition illustrated by 
the photographs: 
 
Figure 4 – 23 October, 2008   

C-249 was sighted for the first time and  
appeared to be less than three months old based on 
body size, patterns of association with the putative 
mother (A-29), and behavior.  The calf appeared to 
be in good body condition and behaved normally. No 
skin conditions other than an orange film were visible 
on dorsal fin or body. 

 
Figure 5, A and B – 12 and 14 June, 2009   

C-249 was re-sighted approximately eight 
months later with a severe skin condition.  A  
complex patchwork of lesions affected the calf 
bilaterally sparing the dorsal fin. Visual observations 
suggested the lesions affected both the dorsal and the 
ventral surfaces of the body but only the dorsal  
surface was photographed. The most prominent  
lesions were widespread, irregularly shaped and  
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appeared necrotic.  An orange film covered much of 
the dorsal surface, including the dorsal fin. The head 
just posterior to the blowhole appeared sunken  
suggesting emaciation (Figure 5A).   
 Based on visual observations from a vessel, the 
mother-calf pair swam separate from the rest of a 
mother-calf group. They swam slowly, with longer 
than average dive times (>6 min). C-249 appeared to 
have difficulties maintaining its body in the proper 
orientation when surfacing. The pair was not  
re-sighted again in 2009.   
 
Figure 6 - 9 June, 2010   

C-249 was re-sighted with a mother-calf group 
that included the putative mother.  The large necrotic 
lesions seen the previous year appeared to have 
mostly healed, resulting in patches of slightly  
depressed skin.  Several smaller eroded lesions with a 
reddish center were visible throughout the dorsal  
surface. An orange film covered much of the dorsal 
surface, as was noted the previous year.  The sunken 
area posterior to the blowhole was still visible but less 
pronounced.  

The calf appeared to swim and dive normally.  
It did not surface next to, or in unison with, the  
putative mother, suggesting independence.  Body size 
was small considering the estimated age based on date 
of first sighting.       

Figure 4 - Case Study 2: First sighting of dolphin C-249 on 23  
October 2008.  Skin appears normal aside from orange film patches 
on dorsal fin (indicated by arrow). 

Figure 5 - Case Study 2: Dolphin C-249 in June 2009.  Left (A) 
and right (B) side of the body have similar lesions in appearance 
and extent. Note the sunken area posterior to blowhole, which is 
indicative of emaciation (A).  
 
 
 
 

Figure 6 - Case Study 2: Dolphin C-249 in June 2010.  Only the 
left side of the body was photographed.  Note healed depressions 
where necrotic lesions were previously observed, small eroded 
lesions, and persistence of both orange film and sunken area  
posterior to blowhole.  
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Conclusions 
 The condition described in each of these two 
case studies was unique but the outcomes were  
similar. Despite the apparent severity of the initial 
stages of the skin condition of the calf in Case Study 
1, the animal’s overall health was not visibly affected. 
The calf survived and healed. However, the condition 
affecting the calf in Case Study 2 was associated with 
tissue necrosis, emaciation and abnormal swimming 
behavior. Remarkably, the calf has survived this  
condition and appears to be healing. 
 These case studies provide photographic  
evidence of appearance, progression, and resolution of 
two visually unique skin conditions of unknown  
etiology. Photographic documentation and detailed 
descriptions are useful for comparative studies and add 
to the currently scanty body of knowledge of cetacean 
skin conditions. 
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