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The aim of this study was to investigate the trophic ecology of the 
cetacean species occurring in the coastal and oceanic waters off 
Brazil. We used natural carbon (δ13C) and nitrogen (δ15N) stable 
isotopes in cetaceans and their (potential) prey to make inferences 
about the ontogenetic and sexual differences in the feeding habits of 
a coastal species (franciscanas, Pontoboria blainvillei), and to learn 
about the intra- and interspecific trophic interactions among ten free-
ranging oceanic species (Delphinidae and Physeteridae). δ13C and δ15N 
was analysed in tooth samples of franciscanas and their prey (muscle 
tissues), and in the skin samples of the oceanic cetacean species and 
the organisms comprising the different compartments of the food 
chain (particulate organic matter - POM, zooplankton, fish and squid). 
Characterizing the spatiotemporal patterns in δ13C and δ15N at the 
base of the food webs (baseline) is essential in ecological studies for 
the assessment of the feeding habits and migration patterns of marine 
predators. Therefore, we constructed isotopic maps (isoscapes) 
describing the latitudinal (north-to-south), longitudinal (outer 
continental shelf-to-offshore) and seasonal (spring-autumn) patterns 
in zooplankton δ13C and δ15N. Furthermore, we discuss the trophic 
ecology and interactions among the cetacean species and analyzed the 
δ13C and δ15N in all organisms from primary producers and consumers 
to top predators in an ecosystem approach. Additionally, the trophic 
position of the oceanic cetacean species was estimated with the 
analysis of δ15N in individual amino acids. 
The data presented here provide a first insight into the feeding habits, 
trophic interactions and ecological niche of cetaceans that inhabit the 
coastal and oceanic waters of the subtropical western South 
Atlantic.  Information on baseline δ13C and δ15N and their spatial and 
seasonal patterns provided an important basis for the interpretation 
of the isotopic values of higher trophic level consumers, enabling a 
more detailed assessment of the ecology and trophic relationships 
among species within ecosystems, and about their habitat use. 
Furthermore, our study offers for the first-time information about the 
spatiotemporal patterns in the ecology and trophic interactions among 
the different cetacean species that inhabit the oceanic waters of the 
western south Atlantic.  
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