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Understand the context and the chronology of the conflicts1

Identify species of cetaceans killed

Quantify the number of cetaceans killed

Describe methods used to kill cetaceans 2
3
4

1. OBJECTIVES

Characterise historical conflicts between fishers and small cetaceans

Focus on French speaking countries (France, Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco) – particular interest in the French Mediterranean
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Unpublished work – paper in preparation



Online archives

+5,000 documents examined - 311 kept

16th-20th century (focus 19th-20th)

French Mediterranean zoological collections

18 institutions (museums, universities, research 
institutes)

19th-21st century

Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle de Nîmes©

Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle de Nîmes©

Université de Montpellier – Mehdi Mouana©

A. Bouvier, 1891. Bibliothèsque Nationale de France©

Collection Musée de la carte postale – Baud©
Bibliothèque Nationale de France©
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2. MATERIAL & METHODS

Unpublished work – paper in preparation



”CETTE - Fishing nets destroyed by dolphins”, postcard published around 1910, 
Collection Musée de la carte postale – Baud©, visible at: https://www.cartolis.org

The fishing community blamed small cetaceans: 
• scare fish away from nets
• damage nets when taking fish from the nets, or get themselves 

entangled in nets

à loss of money

à complaints to government

CONTEXT & CHRONOLOGY1

Chronology
• Conflicts from the end of the 16th century – mid-20th century
• Intensification from 18th century onwards
• Culling campaigns and bounties 1850s – 1950s
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3. RESULTS

Unpublished work – paper in preparation

Context

Perceived decrease in catches of commercially important fish 
(i.e., sardines, anchovies, mackerels, etc.)

https://www.cartolis.org/


Culling campaigns

1. Bounty rewards to the fishing community and seafarers
Paid by the government, counties’ representatives and Prud’homies
• France 63 years (1865-1927) (2.50-35 francs per animal) (1 Franc ≈ 4.06 euros)

• Algeria 36 years (1904-1939) (5-10 francs per animal)
• Tunisia 1900?
• Morocco ?

2. Military patrols sent along the coast
• France (1883-1932)
• Algeria (1902-1913)

Bibliothèque Nationale de France©
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CONTEXT & CHRONOLOGY13. RESULTS
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1. Commonly used methods 

• Herding & beaching

• Fishing nets

• Harpoons, lances

• Torpedoes, bombshells

• Cannons

• Shotguns, rifles

Le Petit Journal. Supplément illustré, n°640, 22nd of February 1903. Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France©

• Delbreuil method (hypnotising animals with light)

• Explosives mines and explosive cartridges

• Poisoned baits

• Prayers

• Rabies

• Gaz projectiles 

• Seaplanes and airships 

• Bellot’s needles

• Ocellus method

• Explosive cartridges

2. Tried and abandoned methods 

La Nature, 1926

3. Not implemented or of unknown frequency 

Classification according to frequency of use

METHODS USED2
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3. RESULTS
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A few names used to refer to various species: “porpoises”, “belugas”, etc. à makes it difficult to know the species 

M.L. Pourcel, 1910. Bibliothèque Nationale de France©

• Descriptions in zoology books
• Information about morphology, behaviour, prey

• Photos
• Illustrations

L'Echo d'Alger, n°10235, 14th of August 1938. 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France©

Collection Musée de la carte postale – Baud©. Postcard published around 1910.

SPECIES KILLED3
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1. External morphology 2. Bones morphology 3. Bones measurements

Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle de Nîmes© Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle de Nîmes©
Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle de Nîmes©

Zoological collections from the French Mediterranean à 104 specimens from the French Mediterranean and Monaco
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SPECIES KILLED33. RESULTS
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Rarer species

Striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba) FM, A

Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) FA 

Pilot whales (Globicephala melas, Globicephala 
macrorhynchus) FM

Risso’s dolphin (Grampus griseus) FA, FM

Illustrations: accobams.org; sanctuaire-agoa.fr

FA: French Northeast Atlantic 
FM: French Mediterranean
A: Algeria

Most common species 

Common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) FA, FM, A

Bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) FA, FM, A
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SPECIES KILLED33. RESULTS
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France

• No access to bounty time-series à but potentially 
available in regional archives 1, 2

• Minimum estimate from historical documents + 
scientific publications 1, 2: 6,614 animals 

- 5,590 animals killed during a 5-year period (1921-
1925) 3

1 Faget, 2009; 2 Fichou and Levasseur, 2004; 3 Legendre, 1926 

At least tens of thousands of small cetaceans killed, 
particularly in the French Mediterranean

Algeria

• Access to bounty time-series

• Minimum estimate 8,352 animals killed between 1900-
1939

Additional mortality not taken into account (military, animals sinking when killed, difficulty to carry the carcasses back to land, etc.)

Not possible to access numbers per species

Tens of thousands of small cetaceans killed
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NUMBERS KILLED43. RESULTS

Unpublished work – paper in preparation



Previous work

Adriatic 1, Italy 2, Sardinia 2, Greece 3, Spain 4, France 5,6

Thesis results

France, Corsica, Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco

1: Bearzi et al. 2004; 2: Meliadò et al. 2020; 3: Foskolos et al. 2020; 4: Valdés Hansen, 2004;2009; 5: Fichou and Levasseur, 2004; 6: Faget, 2009.

• Tens of thousands of common dolphins killed in the 
Northeast Atlantic and Mediterranean during the 
19th-20th century

• Killings particularly important in the Mediterranean

à Populations seriously depleted 
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A step further towards historical baselines of 
abundance and distribution to use to compare with 

the present status of populations
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4. CONCLUSION

Unpublished work – paper in preparation

* Precise dates not always available

*
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