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ABSTRACT
Human-caused injuries can have severe consequences for cetaceans, both for the well-being of individuals and the effects at the 
population level. Here, we report the first case of a live fin whale in the Mediterranean Sea with completely amputated flukes, a 
female who suffered two separated incidents: the first one before 1996, when she lost her left lobe, and the second one, in 2019, 
leading to the severing of the whole tail and finally to presumed death. “Codamozza-Fluker” was regularly sighted during sum-
mer in the North-Western Mediterranean for 24 years. Entanglement and collision were both hypothesized as potential causes 
of her injuries. Without flukes, she traveled at least 7000 km across the Mediterranean, despite severe emaciation. Sighting re-
cords allowed tracking her from September 2019 to July 2020, providing rare evidence of large-scale movements within the 
Mediterranean over almost a year. Her journey, which extended as far as Syria, provides the first evidence of a fin whale from the 
Ligurian Sea being resighted in the Eastern Basin. This introduces a new perspective on this endangered subpopulation's move-
ment patterns, which are crucial for effective conservation measures. The case gained widespread media attention, representing 
a dramatic example of usually unnoticed injuries or deaths, and contributed to raising public awareness, essential for driving 
focused conservation efforts. Her latest accident most likely occurred within the Pelagos Sanctuary for marine mammals, high-
lighting the need for more effective local protection measures, and underscoring the importance of complementing area-based 
conservation efforts with an ecosystem-based approach.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited.
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1   |   Introduction

Worldwide, there are several documented cases of large 
whales with body parts amputated due to anthropogenic 
causes, with the most dramatic records involving individuals 
that have lost both flukes. The tail is the main source of pro-
pulsion for cetaceans (Huggenberger et al. 2018); nevertheless, 
some individuals survive despite this significant impairment, 
at least temporarily, even traveling long distances. However, 
such injuries ultimately lead to a slow death, likely accom-
panied by significant suffering. Moreover, the loss of those 
individuals can cause a negative impact on the viability of a 
population.

Based on records we were able to collect, the loss of one or 
both flukes in whales has been recorded since 1956, but only 
since the 1970s on a more regular basis (Table 1). Aside from 
26 cases in which the animals died due to their wounds, we 
recorded 44 cases of large cetaceans with amputations but still 
living, 23 (52.3%) of which account for completely flukeless 
individuals.

From our records, free-ranging, living, large whales (Mysticetes 
or sperm whales), partially or completely flukeless, belong to 
six species. The most frequent were gray whales (Eschrichtius 
robustus) (N = 16; 36.4%) and humpback whales (Megaptera no-
vaeangliae) (N = 13; 29.5%). The remaining were six fin whales 
(Balaenoptera physalus), five North Atlantic right whales 
(Eubalena glacialis), one blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus), 
and three sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus). Additionally, 
26 whales were found dead with severed or partially severed 
flukes: 10 right whales (gen. Eubalaena), 5 humpback whales, 
3 gray whales, 3 fin whales, 1 blue whale, 2 sperm whales, 1 
minke whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata), and 1 Bryde's whale 
(Balaenoptera edeni).

To our knowledge, no completely flukeless fin whale had 
ever been sighted alive; only three dead cases are on record: 
one with propeller marks (VA, USA), another one brought on 
the bow of a freighter (CA, USA), and one in Greece. In the 
Mediterranean Sea, no other cases of living tail-less fin (or 
other) whales have been reported so far, while six more indi-
viduals, aside from the case in this study, showed the amputa-
tion of one tail lobe. All of them, but one, were sighted in the 
International Sanctuary for the Protection of Mediterranean 
Marine Mammals (hereafter “Pelagos Sanctuary”), NW 
Mediterranean Sea:

1.	 In June 1994, an adult fin whale was observed in the 
Ligurian Sea with a large part of its left fluke missing 
(Photos and data by Jonathan Gordon/IFAW to Tethys 
Research Institute, hereafter “TRI”).

2.	 In June 1998, an adult fin whale with its right lobe missing 
in the Ligurian Sea (TRI data).

3.	 A sperm whale named “Palaiospot” was first observed in 
1998 in SW Crete, Greece. Its flukes were never observed 
until July 2006, when an underwater video showed that 
most of the left fluke was missing. The whale was resighted 
in 2007 (Pelagos Cetacean Research Institute, East Med 
sperm whale photo-identification database).

4.	 In June 2005, a fin whale missing almost the entire 
right part of its flukes was observed in the Ligurian Sea 
(Ballardini et al. 2006).

5.	 In 2009, a sperm whale named “Half,” with a large part of 
its right fluke missing, in the Ligurian Sea (TRI data).

6.	 In August 2020 an adult fin whale, named “Mezzacoda” 
(Half-tail), was close to the coast off Sanremo, Italy, in the 
Ligurian Sea. It had the right lobe of its flukes amputated 
and only a stripe of the other one remaining, and a deep V-
shaped scar on the peduncle, likely pointing to a collision 
with a vessel (TRI data).

7.	 In October 2021, a juvenile sperm whale named “Atlante” 
with clear signs of an interaction with a propeller that had 
removed up to 30% of its flukes (Violi et al. 2023).

These cases are the most dramatic ones, likely representing just 
the tip of the iceberg of the effects of heavy anthropogenic im-
pacts on Mediterranean fin and sperm whales. Regarding fin 
whales, their small, isolated subpopulation in the Mediterranean 
Sea numbers no more than 1700 estimated mature individu-
als, with a decreasing trend, and has been recently uplisted 
from “Vulnerable” to “Endangered” in the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species (Panigada et al. 2021).

In this article, we describe a further case, the first of a free-
ranging fin whale in the Mediterranean Sea, a female with com-
pletely amputated flukes, and her journey across the Basin.

This whale suffered two distinct and temporally separated acci-
dents: one before August 1996 when she was first sighted with 
her left fluke already almost entirely missing. Since then, she 
was regularly observed in the Pelagos Sanctuary and was named 
“Codamozza” (Chopped tail) in Italy and “Fluker” in France. 
The second accident occurred in late summer 2019, leading to 
the severing of the whole tail and finally to presumed death. 
Once fluke-less, her long-range movements across the entire 
basin could be tracked through sightings for over 9 months.

In addition to shedding some light on the still poorly understood 
seasonal movements of Mediterranean fin whales, the impres-
sive case of a fluke-less whale swimming across the entire basin 
also had an important impact on public awareness, drawing at-
tention to the need to act for the conservation of local cetaceans.

2   |   Methods

Records of Codamozza-Fluker (hereafter “Codamozza”) were 
opportunistically collected by different teams of researchers, 
whale watching operators, fishermen, and recreational boat-
ers (Table  2). All sightings included date, photo-identification 
pictures, and position recorded by GPS whenever available. 
Sighting points were mapped and analyzed by QGIS.

2.1   |   1996–2019

With a peculiar manner of diving, raising her tail well above 
the surface and showing a unique shape of the left fluke, this 
whale was easily recognized during many encounters over the 
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years, within or close to the Pelagos Sanctuary. However, the 
positive identification of the individual also included the match-
ing of blaze, chevron, dorsal fin shape, and a notch before the 
dorsal fin, which had already been in place since the first sight-
ing in 1996.

Codamozza was biopsied by WWF France, twice in 2006 and 
once in 2013, by means of a biopsy dart fired from a crossbow, 
and was determined to be a female (Tardy et al. 2023); two half-
siblings were also identified in the genetic catalog (Céline Tardy, 
personal communication).

2.2   |   2019–2020

After the second accident that completely severed her tail, making 
her even more unmistakable, Codamozza was sighted in several 
locations, within and far from the Pelagos Sanctuary (Table 2).

In two instances, images were obtained by means of a drone (in 
both cases, DJI Mavic 2 Pro). Behavior and body condition were 
initially evaluated by images taken in Calabria (Italy, June 12, 
2020). Further aerial images were obtained between Cogoleto 
and Savona (Italy, June 23, 2020), with the additional aim of esti-
mating the whale's body length. The measurement in pixels was 
compared to the length of the adjacent boat and converted to 
meters, following Christiansen et al. (2016).

The whale's behavior was evaluated by direct observation, pic-
tures, and videos, including underwater footage in Sicily, Italy, 
on June 13, 2020 (by a Zenolige Action Cam 4K 12MP FHD 
1080P 170° Ultra wide angle).

Dive times of flukeless Codamozza were recorded on June 13, 
2020 in the Gulf of Catania (by Marecamp Association) and on 
June 24 in Liguria, first between Laigueglia and Imperia (by 
Delfini del Ponente APS) and further, on the same day, in front 
of Imperia (by TRI). These data were pooled together and ana-
lyzed considering dives (interval between two breaths spaced by 
26 s or more) and surfacing times (sum of consecutive inter-blow 
intervals lasting less than 26 s), according to Jahoda et al. (2003).

The healing process of the wound was evaluated through photo-
graphs collected between September 2019 and July 2020.

3   |   Results

In the TRI's fin whale photo-identification catalog, initiated 
in 1990, no pictures of Codamozza before 1996 were found, 
nor was she located in other catalogs started in the subsequent 
years (GREC, Groupe de Recherche sur les Cétacés, EPHE Ecole 
Pratique des Hautes Etudes, EcoOcéan Institut and Centre 
d'Études Biologiques de Chizé) (Zanardelli et al. 2022).

Between 1996 and 2019, that is, prior to her second accident 
(Figure  1A), we collected 16 observations of Codamozza and, 
almost certainly, other whale-watchers and recreational boat-
ers spotted her on several occasions. She appeared to regularly 
spend her summers in the north-western part of the Pelagos 
Sanctuary.

While fin whales usually show only the caudal peduncle, not 
the flukes, before diving, Codamozza used to raise her tail ver-
tically above the surface, using speed and a porpoising behav-
ior to facilitate her dives. The same behavior was observed in 
another individual, missing part of its flukes, in 1994 (see list 
above), and was also described by Urbàn et al. (2004) for a fluke-
less gray whale.

The silhouette of Codamozza's tail was rather distinctive. The 
right fluke was intact, with a strikingly white underside and 
a black margin all around, wider at the tip and on the trailing 
edge. The left fluke was almost completely amputated with a 
regular convex curve, leaving only one-fifth of the surface and 
a small appendix near the median notch of the tail, pointing lat-
erally. This appendix had a white underside with a black mar-
gin, like its right counterpart; but the edge of the cut fluke had 
healed into a white scar below. At the time of the first sighting, 
the wound appeared already perfectly healed.

On August 18, 2019, Codamozza was photographed off Île du 
Lévant (Port-Cros National Park, France) in good shape, with 
her partially amputated left fluke. Less than a month later, on 
September 14, fishermen reported a severely injured whale near 
Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat (France). The same individual was then 
photographed in the same area on October 5. The distinctive 
shape of the hump and the notch at the base of the leading edge 
of the dorsal fin were diagnostic: it was identified as Codamozza, 
which had suffered a new dramatic accident.

This time, the flukes were totally amputated near the end of the 
caudal peduncle. Large pieces of necrotic, whitish flesh, over 
1 m long, were hanging on each side of the stump (Figure 1B). 
The skin was missing from the last part of the caudal peduncle, 
peeled off for approximately 0.7–1 m. Above the wound margins 
on the flanks and back, the skin appeared lighter, as though it 
had been scrubbed off by some large object. At least 14 short, 
roughly parallel scars were visible on the back of the peduncle. 
In the middle of the back, a large oblong light gray mark, sur-
rounded by dark skin, was running for 1–2 m, also seeming to 
be the result of a scraping. Despite these wounds, the whale re-
mained capable of swimming and diving.

In the following weeks, Codamozza began to move westward. 
She was sighted with another fin whale on October 13, 2019, 
near the northern shore of Île du Lévant, and alone again, near 
the French–Spanish border, on October 26 and 27, 2019. This 
was the last sighting of Codamozza for nearly 7 months. No ev-
ident emaciation was noticed between August and the end of 
October 2019.

On May 20, 2020, she was unexpectedly seen and filmed 18 km 
from Jableh, south of Latakia (Syria). On June 5, after covering 
at least 1190 km in 16 days, traveling west-northwest, she was 
observed close to Leonidio, east of the central Peloponnese 
(Greece).

The large hanging pieces of flesh had disappeared, and the 
skinless stump ended with a massive fibromuscular or keloid 
mass, light gray in color, appearing dense, from which some 
orange-red protrusions, possibly tips of vertebrae, extended 
(Figure 1C,E,F). The skin, which had turned white during the 
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healing process, could not cover the stump and encircled it in an 
irregular pattern.

Leaving the eastern Mediterranean basin, the whale headed 
westward and arrived off the east coast of Calabria (Southern 
Italy) on June 11 (Figure  2A). In the following days, she first 
headed south to the Gulf of Catania (Sicily) and then back north, 
passing twice through the Strait of Messina. She then pro-
ceeded north, bound for the Pelagos Sanctuary. She was spotted 
again between the islands of Elba and Pianosa in the northern 
Tyrrhenian Sea. Finally, she was seen off the northern shore of 
the Ligurian Sea, in front of Pietra Ligure on June 22. Here, she 
slowed down, eventually moving back eastward to Genova and 
then again toward Celle Ligure and Savona on the West. She 
then continued her westward journey, swimming close to the 
coast. She already appeared extremely emaciated (Figure 1D), 
and after reaching Beaulieu-sur-Mer (France), she remained 
motionless near the shore, 65 m from the coastline, for an entire 
morning. She then moved eastward up to the Port-Cros National 
Park at a slower pace.

At this point, Codamozza was swimming with even greater 
difficulty and spent the following day motionless in the same 
area between Hyères and the archipelago in front of it. On July 
1, Codamozza swam only 4.5 km, departing from the island of 

Porquerolles and reentering the Pelagos Sanctuary in the eve-
ning. On July 2, she was in the Bay of Toulon, motionless: that 
was the last sighting of Codamozza.

Western winds arose in the following days. Not surprisingly, 
no stranding was recorded and no body was found at sea; 
Codamozza was so emaciated that she had no blubber left and 
very likely died, sinking to the bottom (Dhermain 2020).

The extreme cachexia of Codamozza, most likely due to the 
negative caloric balance, was already evident in the waters of 
the Peloponnese, 1 month before her presumed death. Most of 
the dorsal muscles and blubber had disappeared, leaving the 
backbone conspicuously protruding. On her hollow flanks 
were hanging hundreds of copepods Pennella balaenopterae. 
These ectoparasites are not harmful per se (although they 
may increase friction) but their number indicates how bad the 
whale's body condition was. A further slight loss of body mass 
could be noticed between Catania (June 13) and Port-Cros 
(June 26).

The lack of use of her dorsal muscles and/or possible denerva-
tion could have induced a loss of muscular mass (Bruno Cozzi, 
University of Padua, Italy, personal communication). Using mus-
cles other than the epaxial and hypaxial dorsal ones could have 

FIGURE 1    |    Codamozza (A) August 2005 (photo: C. Lanfredi/Tethys Research Institute). (B) October 2019 (photo: T. Martin/SOS Grand Bleu). 
(C–F) June 2020 (photo: B. Violi/Menkab: il respiro del mare).

 20457758, 2025, 5, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ece3.71313 by M

addalena Jahoda - C
ochraneItalia , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [22/05/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



16 of 21 Ecology and Evolution, 2025

demanded more energy than usual, contributing to the severe 
emaciation.

In her last days, in France, the dorsal fin was hanging on the 
right side, a sign of muscle degradation at the base of the fin, or 
possibly a consequence of the lack of pressure on each side of the 
fin, assuming she could not perform deep dives.

Drone and underwater videos showed that the terminal part 
of her body was devoid of mobility and she swam energetically 
using her pectoral fins for support, in a kind of breaststroke. 
This behavior has been witnessed before in humpback whales 
(Henry et  al.  2020) and subsequently in “Mezzacoda,” a simi-
larly injured fin whale (see above). Codamozza was not using an 
undulation of the back of the body, nor was she swimming on 
her side moving the peduncle laterally as described in flukeless 
gray whales (Gilmore 1959; Urbàn et al. 2004).

On a few occasions, Codamozza traveled > 100 km/day. Although 
a flukeless gray whale was once reported to have completed its 
annual migration at a rate of 72–80 km/day (Gilmore 1959), the 
resilience of this disabled fin whale was unexpected. However, 
her calculated speed appears variable: rather low immediately 
after the second accident (0.6 km/h) and during the last 9 days 
before presumed death (1.7 km/h), when the animal was likely 
suffering and devoid of energy. However, from the time she 
showed up in Syria in May until she reached the northern coast 
of the Sanctuary, her calculated speed (4.49 km/h), as well as her 
measured speed (4 km/h in the Gulf of Catania and 3.28 km/h 
along the Ligurian coast), were only slightly less than the mean 
of 1.3 m/s (4.68 km/h) calculated by Jahoda et  al.  (2003) for 
healthy Mediterranean fin whales.

Except for the first days after the accident, flukeless Codamozza 
traveled close to shore (mean distance from the coast 3276 m, 

FIGURE 2    |    (A) The journey of Codamozza from the approximate point where she was first seen without flukes to the point of presumed death. 
Lines between sighting points show the shortest route. The segment between the French-Spanish border and Syria (gray dotted line) is specula-
tive, and two possible routes were hypothesized: One following the coastal currents along Africa; another passing by Lampedusa, which has been 
described as a winter feeding ground for fin whales (Canese et al. 2006). (B) Sighting points of Codamozza before (green dots) and after becoming 
flukeless (yellow line, black dots in fall; red line, white dots in spring/summer). (C) Sightings in southern Italy. Numbers refer to sighting points 
listed in Table 2.

 20457758, 2025, 5, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ece3.71313 by M

addalena Jahoda - C
ochraneItalia , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [22/05/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



17 of 21

mean depth of sighting points 190 m, N = 30), with only possible 
straight crossings between the Peloponnese and Calabria, and 
between Elba and Liguria. This is in striking contrast to her 
previous behavior, when, with one fluke still in place, she was 
typically sighted in the pelagic area, as is common for fin whales 
in the Sanctuary (Panigada et al. 2005; Azzellino et al. 2008). 
Sighting points before the loss of her tail were recorded at a 
mean distance from shore of 33 km and a mean depth of 2248 m 
(N = 16). Both depth and distance from the coast were signifi-
cantly different before versus after the amputation of her tail (t 
test, p < 0.0001).

In some instances, and especially at the end of her journey near 
Beaulieu-sur-Mer (France), the whale was observed spending 
much time motionless logging at the surface. Her mean sur-
face time (150.1 s, N = 55) was significantly longer compared 
to healthy fin whales in Jahoda et  al.  (2003) (mean = 90.0 s, 
N = 18) (t test, p < 0.05). However, Codamozza's mean dive times 
(175.7 s, N = 74) were not significantly different from those of 
other fin whales (Jahoda et al. 2003) (mean = 227.5 s, N = 18) (t 
test, p > 0.05). Nonetheless, it should be noted that Codamozza 
was never observed performing dives longer than 8 min, while 
fin whales are known to reach up to 17.3 min in the Atlantic 
(Fonseca et al. 2022).

Aerial images provided a body length measurement (with no 
tail) of 15.93 m (SD = 0.06). As Codamozza already appeared to 
be adult when first sighted in 1996, her age at death must have 
been at least 37 years, considering that female fin whales reach 
95% of their asymptotic length at the age of 13 (Aguilar and 
Lockyer 1987).

4   |   Discussion

4.1   |   Cause of Injuries and Death

It is highly likely that Codamozza died of starvation. 
However, since her body was not retrieved, no additional le-
thal factors could be investigated, such as morbillivirus in-
fection, which typically affects weakened animals (Mazzariol 
et  al.  2016), or intoxication by pesticides and heavy metals, 
that may have been stored in the blubber and released into the 
bloodstream due to abnormal blubber consumption (Pinzone 
et al. 2015).

Anthropogenic causes are almost certainly to blame for both the 
whale's accidents.

When Codamozza was first observed, her partially cut off left 
fluke was already perfectly healed. Based on the healing process 
observed between the amputation in August/September 2019 
and June 2020, it can be assumed that the first injury occurred 
at least 9 months before August 1996, when she was first sighted. 
The curved shape and the regularity of the cut on the left fluke 
suggest a ship strike, as does the large notch before the dorsal 
fin, which appears wider than if it had been caused by a rope, 
suggesting that both injuries may be due to the same accident. 
However, regarding the notch, we cannot definitively rule out an 
entanglement, which could have occurred previously and wid-
ened over the years.

The cause of the second accident is even less clear. On August 
18, 2019, Codamozza still appeared healthy; until then, she had 
been perfectly able to feed, having been observed for 23 years 
in unchanged body conditions. Only 27 days later, on September 
14, she had lost her flukes. A long-term consequence of the first 
amputation can be ruled out. The previous accident did not af-
fect the caudal peduncle, and there was no plausible reason for 
such necrosis, neither parasitological nor hematological.

The two main hypotheses are a second ship strike, resulting in 
an immediate amputation of the tail, or an entanglement; both 
are known causes of flukes' amputation (Moore et  al.  2013). 
However, a second ship strike does not appear to be the most 
likely. A clean severing of the caudal peduncle by a ship strike 
would have led to a massive hemorrhage and would likely have 
been lethal in the short term (Wiley et  al.  2016). Although 
bleeding could have been reduced by the super-tonus of elas-
tic dermis, muscles, and blubber, cetaceans lack a coagulation 
factor in order to prevent strokes and diving-related accidents, 
and the arteries in the region are quite large (Cozzi et al. 2017; 
Huggenberger et al. 2018).

Instead, the scars on the caudal part of the back of the whale, 
between the dorsal fin and the stump, rather point to a friction 
of ropes or a net. Thus, the second accident may be the result of 
an entanglement. The whale's strength and velocity could have 
contributed to driving the ropes into the flesh. Tight wraps at 
the base of the flukes could have created a ligature that con-
stricted blood flow, contributing to the necrosis of the tail, po-
tentially already partially cut off by the ropes. This could better 
explain how the loss of the tail occurred without massive and 
immediate lethal bleeding. However, the rapidity of the whole 
process raises questions, as such an event occurred in less than 
27 days. Although the particularly hypertonic environment in 
the Mediterranean Sea, where salinity reaches 37‰, may have 
accelerated the healing, and cetaceans are well known for their 
ability to recover from severe wounds (Su et  al.  2022), this is 
definitely a very short time.

4.2   |   Migration

Even without her usual means of propulsion, Codamozza was 
still able to complete a round trip between north-western and 
eastern Mediterranean. Assuming the shortest route between 
Spain and Syria (where no sightings of her were reported), she 
covered a total distance of over 7000 km in almost 9 months. Had 
she instead swam along the coast, as she typically did when ob-
served on her westward journey, Codamozza's trip would have 
been quite longer, approximately 8000 km (Figure 2A).

Movements of fin whales outside their summer feeding grounds 
in the Pelagos Sanctuary and the adjacent area have only been 
documented for short periods and for a limited number of indi-
viduals (Panigada et al. 2017; Panigada et al. 2024). Codamozza 
could be tracked for a large part of her migration over a timespan 
of almost a year, providing new evidence of unknown large-
scale movements of a fin whale within the Mediterranean.

It has been hypothesized that Mediterranean fin whales move 
as nomadic opportunists rather than following a clear migration 
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pattern along defined routes as is common in other Mysticetes 
(Geijer et al. 2016; Notarbartolo di Sciara et al. 2016). Whether 
Codamozza's route is representative of typical Mediterranean fin 
whale movements across the basin, or if her impairment caused 
her to alter usual behavior, remains a subject of speculation.

In October 2019, Codamozza left the Pelagos Sanctuary and 
moved westward, a behavior observed in other fin whales at the 
end of summer (Panigada et al.  2017, 2024). She reappeared in 
May 2020, rather unexpectedly, in Syria, very close to the east-
ernmost part of the Mediterranean Sea. In the Levantine Basin, 
sightings of fin whales are quite rare (Notarbartolo et al. 2003; 
Stephens et al. 2021), suggesting, on one hand, that the disabled 
Codamozza may have found herself off course. On the other 
hand, other factors are not in contrast with the hypothesis that 
her path may have been within the norm. The low number of 
sightings in the eastern basin may be due to the lack of systematic 
surveys. Where more regular observations have been conducted, 
such as in the waters off Israel, several sightings are on record 
(Kerem et al. 2012). Furthermore, Druon et al. (2012) developed 
models indicating the existence of potential feeding habitats for 
fin whales in the Levantine Basin from autumn to spring. In any 
case, to the best of our knowledge, the sighting of Codamozza off 
Syria represents the first documented connection between fin 
whales seen in the Ligurian Sea and the Eastern Basin.

Codamozza may have utilized currents flowing eastward 
along the coast of Africa, which could have taken her to the ex-
treme eastern limit of the basin, whether it was her intention 
or not. Subsequently, she traveled all the way up to the Pelagos 
Sanctuary, staying unusually close to the coast, possibly again 
taking advantage of surface currents. A similar behavior was ob-
served in 2021 when a similarly emaciated and likely exhausted 
young gray whale, named “Wally,” which had entered the 
Mediterranean Sea, followed the same counterclockwise route 
from the Gulf of Naples to Spain (Dhermain 2024). One further 
possibility is that Codamozza's path may be the result of a com-
bination of a “normal” route and favorable currents exploited to 
balance decreasing fitness. In any case, given that migratory pat-
terns of Mediterranean fin whales are still quite uncertain (Geijer 
et al. 2016), her track adds a further element to the picture.

4.3   |   Public Awareness

Arising from two distinct and most likely human-induced ac-
cidents, Codamozza's case was emblematic from the start, 
highlighting a type of incident that probably goes unnoticed 
in numerous instances. After the dramatic amputation of her 
whole tail, her story garnered substantial attention in both 
Italian and French media, as well as in non-Mediterranean 
countries (Austria, UK). Notably, this also captured the atten-
tion of the Italian Ministry of the Environment, prompting its 
Sea and Coast Protection Directorate to seek the opinions of 
national experts. On several occasions, the Italian and French 
Coast Guards assisted in keeping boats at a distance.

Regardless of the cause of the whale's second accident, dates and 
locations of the sightings close to this event strongly suggest that 
it occurred within the Pelagos Sanctuary—ironically in the place 
specifically designated for the protection of marine mammals 

in the Mediterranean, and an Important Marine Mammal Area 
(IMMA), as identified in 2016 by the Marine Mammal Protected 
Areas Task Force of the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) (Tetley et al. 2022).

As flagship species beloved by the public, cetaceans can elicit 
strong human responses. Narratives that focus on a single char-
ismatic individual, especially when in distress, often capture 
more public attention than statistics alone. Through effective 
communication via mass media, cases like that of Codamozza 
can generate substantial public support for the conservation and 
welfare of cetaceans, emphasizing their ecological significance 
and potentially garnering broader support for the conservation 
of marine ecosystems as a whole (Reamer et al. 2024).

Drawing the general public's attention to collisions with vessels 
and entanglement in fishing gear—two of the most serious threats 
to large cetaceans in the Mediterranean and worldwide—could 
hopefully provide the basis for effective management of these 
impacting anthropogenic activities. For instance, with regard to 
shipping traffic, public support could potentially bring immediate 
benefits: currently, apart from zones where areas to be avoided 
can be easily implemented (Frantzis et al. 2019), the most effec-
tive and only demonstrated measure to prevent collisions between 
cetaceans and ships is the reduction of vessel speed (Panigada 
et al. 2020; Sèbe et al. 2023). Passengers willing to travel at slower 
speeds in exchange for enhanced protection of marine life could 
represent a pivotal influence on ferry companies.

5   |   Conclusion

Codamozza's case emphasizes the urgent need for more ef-
fective conservation measures, for which additional data on 
medium-to-large scale movements would be needed. It also 
highlights the significant challenge of protecting a highly 
mobile species even in a relatively small basin such as the 
Mediterranean Sea. Above all, it suggests the imperative for a 
broader, ecosystem-based approach to complement area-based 
measures that are already in place.

In the broader context of conservation, as pointed out by 
Notarbartolo di Sciara and Würsig  (2022), it is not simply a 
matter of addressing mortality causes or merely maintaining 
population status if survival means that these animals must 
constantly struggle against threats such as, but not limited to, 
entanglement in fishing gear or ship strikes. Rather than solely 
keeping population levels within a safe zone, the primary goal 
should be to limit human pressures in the first place.

Last but not least, humans bear a moral obligation to prevent 
extreme suffering in animals (Moore and van der Hoop 2012), 
thereby averting dramatic accidents like Codamozza's, probably 
among the most painful and disabling events that can happen 
to a whale.
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