
Argentine Basin IMMA 
 

Description: 
 

The Argentine Basin lies east of the Patagonian shelf 

between the latitudes of 38o and 50oS, and comprises 

a deep oceanic area (average depth ca. 5000 m) 

delimited by the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and the Scotia 

Basin to the east, the Rio Grande Rise to the north, 

the Patagonian continental slope to the west and the 

Falkland (Malvinas) Escarpment to the south.  

  

The Argentine Basin is a complex system of water 

masses, with different circulation patterns. The upper 

level is under the influence of saline subtropical 

water from the Brazil Current in the north and the 

cold, relatively fresh water from the Falkland 

(Malvinas) current on the south. The two currents 

meet to form the Subtropical Convergence, which 

varies seasonally. In the winter, the Convergence 

moves north to middle latitudes of the South Atlantic 

while in the summer the Convergence is pushed 

further to the south toward higher latitudes. The 

Convergence is a highly dynamic environment with 

the presence of multiple eddies (Legeckis & Gordon, 

1982; Piola & Matano, 2001). The intermediate level is 

characterized by the northward circulation of 

Antarctic Intermediate Water (AAIW), and deeper 

circulation is formed by northward Circumpolar Deep 

Water (CDW) and southward North Atlantic Deep 

Water (NADW). In the abyssal layer, cold and dense 

Antarctic Bottom Water (AABW), spreads northward, 

constrained by bottom topography. Waters of less 

than 4000 m depth flow anticyclonically with 

poleward flow, while the abyssal flow is cyclonic 

(Peterson & Withworth III, 1989; Smythe-Wright & 

Boswell, 1989; Fontella et al., 2021). 

  

The IMMA encompasses important habitat for two 

marine mammal species, the southern right whale 

Area Size 

1 749 716 km2 

 

Qualifying Species and Criteria 

Southern right whales – Eubalaena australis 

Criterion C (2) 

Southern elephant seal – Mirounga leonina 

Criterion C (2) 

 

Summary 
The Argentine Basin IMMA is used as a foraging 

area by both southern right whale (Eubalaena 

australis) mothers and calves and adult southern 

elephant seal (Mirounga leonina) females. Both 

species have primary breeding grounds in the 

waters or coastal areas of Península Valdés 

(Argentina), and perform recurrent foraging trips 

to this IMMA. Although there is no direct overlap 

between the epipelagic foraging of whales and 

the deep diving of seals, the area is critically 

important for the survival of reproductive females 

of both species. 



Golfo Nuevo near Península Valdés, Argentina, into 

the Patagonian shelf and the Argentine Basin. 

Animals moving into the basin comprise primarily 

females that were accompanied by a calf at the time 

of instrumentation. Movement models suggest that 

when they are in the basin these whales engage in 

area-restricted search behavior, which has been 

linked to feeding by marine vertebrates, including 

baleen whales (Jonsen et al., 2007; Bailey et al., 2009). 

This type of behaviour is frequently associated with 

cyclonic, cold-water eddies (Zerbini et al., 2016), 

where it is believed southern right whales forage on 

zooplankton at the epipelagic zone. 

 

Male elephant seals from the population that 

originates in colonies on Península Valdés forage in 

shallow water along the continental shelf or slope. In 

contrast, most adult females forage in the deeper 

waters of the Argentine Basin (Campagna et al., 1999,  

(Eubalaena australis) and the southern elephant seal 

(Mirounga leonina). This habitat is primarily used by 

mothers with calves of southern right whales late in 

the spring and early in the summer, after the whales 

depart from their calving grounds in Península 

Valdés. Adult female elephant seals actively forage in 

this habitat during post-breeding and post-molting 

pelagic periods. 

 

Criterion C: Key Life Cycle Activities 
Sub-Criterion C2: Feeding Areas 
 

Satellite tracking information was used to infer 

habitat use of southern right whales (Eubalaena 

australis) and southern elephant seals (Mirounga 

leonina) (Zerbini et al., 2016, 2018, unpublished data; 

Campagna et al., 2021; McGovern et al., 2019). 

Southern right whales migrate from their calving 

grounds in the northern Patagonian gulfs, including 

Figure 1: Southwest Atlantic right whale (Eubalaena australis) breaches. Photo credit: Alex Zerbini 



Figure 2: Southern elephant seals (Mirounga leonina) mother and pups. Photo credit: Kristin McGovern 

Figure 3: A male southern elephant seal proboscis (Mirounga leonina). Photo credit: Kristin McGovern 



2007; Lewis et al., 2006; McGovern et al., 2019; 

Campagna et al., 2021), although some may forage 

over the continental shelf (Eder et al., 2019). 

Approximately 17% of recorded adult female foraging 

dives occurred on the continental shelf, while 80% 

occurred over the continental slope and Argentine 

Basin (McGovern et al., 2019). Fishes of the families 

Microstomatidae and Myctophidae (Lampadena sp.) 

were recorded as the main prey, and captures were 

mainly on the mesopelagic system, with prey 

encounter depth being significantly deeper during 

the day (603 ± 202 m) than during dusk, night, and 

dawn (462 ± 193, 336 ± 217, and 327 ± 201 m, 

respectively). There was a clear association with deep 

water masses in the Argentine Basin, as females 

made most of their foraging dives (68%), and had the 

most prey encounters (67%) in Antarctic Intermediate 

Water followed by the Upper Circumpolar Deep 

Water, with 20% of dives and prey encounters 

(McGovern et al., 2021). 

Figure 4: Two fighting males of southern elephant seal (Mirounga leonina). Photo credit: Kristin McGovern 
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