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Ocean was the

ne of the most
destructive periods in the history
of human overexploitation.
Industrial whaling began in the
early years of the twentieth
century, and continued for more
than 60 years, during which time
it removed about 71 million
tonnes of whale biomass, or
around 1.4 million individual
whales, from the Southern
Ocean''. When the industry
began whales were so abundant
that the first whale was shot
directly in front of the whaling
station. The industry targeted the
largest and most profitable
whales first, and when these
whales were harder to find,
targeted progressively smaller
species, with whaling records
indicating a serial depletion of
blue, fin, sei, and humpback
whales, with hunting efforts finally
focusing on minke whales'.

By the summer
of 1965-66,

the combined
efforts of all
Antarctic
whaling fleets
could find only
one solitary

blue whale
to kill.
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in the Southern Ocean are still
ly depleted from previous whaling

Records of whales killed were
falsified; for example, Soviet
whalers took 23,000 more sei
whales and 43,000 more
humpbacks than reported in
official whaling records'®. There
were no regulations regarding
species, age or sex of whales
taken, which exacerbated the
impact of the whaling activities
as even calving mothers and
juveniles were harvested. In the
summer of 1930-1931, 29,410
blue whales were taken'4. By
the summer of 1965-66, the
combined efforts of all Antarctic
whaling fleets could find only
one solitary blue whale to kill'S.
In just 60 years, this reckless
behaviour had turned the
Southern Ocean from an area
with some of the highest
densities of whales in the world,
into a place where most whale
species were on the brink of
extinction.
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Eventually, the International
Whaling Commission took action
to regulate the hunts — for
example, banning hunting of
Southern Ocean humpback
whales in 1963 (although illegal
hunting by the Soviet Union
continued until 1972, leading to a
population crash), followed by
blue whales in 1964, fin whales in
1976 and sei whales in 1978. In
1982, the IWC decided to
implement a pause or
‘moratorium’ in commercial
whaling for all species which
took effect from the 1986 coastal
and 1985/86 pelagic whaling
seasons. However the
moratorium came too late for
whales in the Southern Ocean.
Whales are an extremely long
lived, slow reproducing group of
species (see BOX 2). It therefore
takes whales an extremely long
time to recover from
overexploitation. Although
several species have increased
in number since commercial
whaling ceased (blue whales for
example are estimated to have
had a rate of increase of 8.2%
per year between 1978/79 and
2003/4, and humpback whales
had an estimated increase rate of
12.4% for East Australia over
1981-1996 and 10.9% for West
Australia over 1977-1991'¢) most
whales in the Southern Ocean
remain severely depleted when
compared with their pre-whaling
population levels. Table 1
provides some estimates of how

the current populations of whales
in the Southern Ocean compare
to the populations that may have
existed prior to the commercial
whaling activities of the 20th
century. It is important to note
that most of these figures are
rough estimates at best. The
immense area of the Southern
Ocean, and the severely
depleted status of many
populations, mean that is
extremely difficult to establish
precise population estimates for
whale stocks in the Southern
Ocean, and population

Most whales

in the Southern
Ocean remain
severely
depleted when
compared

with their

pre-whaling
population

levels.

estimates, particularly pre-
whaling population estimates,
are often extrapolations with a
high degree of uncertainty.

Furthermore the current
population estimates that are
available are mostly not recent,
and some whale populations will
likely have recovered somewhat
since the estimates provided in
Table 1 were calculated. Itis
clear that many more decades of
regular monitoring will be
required to provide robust
estimates of absolute abundance
and recovery relative to pre-
whaling population size'’, and
the figures in Table 1 should be
taken as an indicative guideline
only. The uncertainty around
pre-whaling and current
population sizes of Southern
Ocean whales increases the
importance of a precautionary
approach to their management —
including the prevention of lethal
activities such as whaling.

It is important to note however
that the use of genetic
techniques to model whale
populations is indicating that
pre-whaling populations may
have been much higher than
previously envisaged. In the
North Atlantic for example, pre-
whaling population sizes
estimated using genetic
techniques were up to 10 times
higher than estimates made from
historical documents and current
abundance estimates'®.

Life cycle of Southern Ocean whales

Blue whales: reach sexual maturity at 5-15 years, females give birth every 2-3 years
after a 10-12 month gestation period.

Humpback whales: reach sexual maturity anywhere from 5 - 10 years, and inter birth
intervals in females are most commonly 2 years.

Antarctic minke whales: reach sexual maturity at 7-8 years, and generation time is

estimated at 23 years.
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Table 1: Population estimates for Southern Ocean whales and whales killed in 20th century whaling

tic
lue whale

I Fin whale
Humpback
whale

Southern
right whale

Sei whale

Antarctic
minke
whale

Critically
endangered

Endangered

Least concern.
Oceania
subpopulation
- Endangered

Least concern

Endangered

Data Deficient

239,000 (IUCN)

Nearly 400,000%

100,000%

55,000-70,000 in 1770
for whole southern
hemisphere (IUCN)

64,000 in 1960 (IUCN)
excluding Area Il
(South Atlantic sector)

~670,000%°

Note: The figures in the above table come from the IWC where av.
The respective source is indicated against each figure. .

1,150 - 4,500
(excluding pygmy blue)
in 1997/98
Approximate point
estimate: 2,300 (IWC)

15,178 in 1983
or 38,185 in 19972 (IUCN)

34,000 - 52,000
in 1997/98%.
Approximate point
estimate: 42,000 (IWC)

About 7,500% in 1997 (IWC)
Population went as low
as 300 in the 1920s

11,000 (1979) (IUCN)
excluding Area Il
(South Atlantic sector)

No population estimate
currently available (IWC)
but a reduction of approx
60% was indicated
between 1978-91 and
1991-2004 (IUCN)

ere not available, come from the IUCN Red List.

329,212?? in 20th century in
Southern Ocean, +17,000 off
southern Africa (IUCN)

725,000 between 1905-76 in the

southern hemisphere (IUCN)

Over 200,000 killed in
southern hemisphere
between 1904 and 19732

150,000 between 1770 and
1900 (conservative estimate)
(IUCN)

Over 200,000 in
southern hemisphere
between 1905-1979 (IUCN)

Nearly 100,000 in Antarctic,

plus over 14,000 taken from

Brazilian land station during
1964-85 (IUCN)
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entury, the Southern
its whales are facing a
set of ever more serious threats.
There is the potential for
commercial fishing to put undue
pressure on valuable prey species
of whales such as Antarctic krill.
The expansion of tourism in the
Southern Ocean has lead to
increased acoustic and chemical
pollution, and the potential for
ship strikes with whales.

However, the greatest long-term
threat to the region is climate
change. The impacts of global
warming appear to be most
dramatic in polar regions - the
Arctic and the Antarctic. Over the
past 50 years, the Western
Antarctic Peninsula has warmed
more than four times faster than
the average rate of Earth’s overall
warming®. The Southern Ocean
has warmed all the way down to a
depth of 3,000m?'. Not all of the
Antarctic is warming nor has the
warming been uniform. However
in areas where significant warming
has been experienced, terrestrial
and marine ecosystems have
undergone dramatic change?®2.
Perhaps of greatest concern to
Southern Ocean whales is the
impact of global warming on krill.
Studies have indicated that krill
populations have declined by as
much as 80% in the Scotia Sea
and northern Antarctic Peninsula
since the 1970s, with the declines
linked to the loss of winter sea
ice®. The specific impacts of krill
declines for whales was not
immediately clear, but in 2006
additional analyses revealed that
the breeding success of the
southern right whale was highly
correlated with global climate
signals and the impacts of those
signals on krill. The researchers
concluded that “even quite small
changes in oceanographic

30. IPCC. 2007. United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Climate Change 2007 — The physical science basis. Contribution of Working Group | to the Fourth Assessment Report of the IPCC.

conditions in the Southern Ocean
could affect southern right whale
population dynamics”?*. Given
current and expected future
commercial fishing pressure on
Antarctic krill stocks, the potential
joint impact of climate change and
fishing for krill could have a
significant impact on the recovery
of decimated great whale
populations in the Southern
Ocean.

Predicting the precise future
impacts of climate change on the
whales of the Southern Ocean is a
difficult task. One study has
attempted to model these future
impacts, using state of the art
climate models to predict how a
2°C global temperature increase
will affect Southern Ocean
whales®. Under a 2°C warming
scenario, sea ice is projected

to shrink by an average of
10-15%. This reduction could

be up to 30% in some regions,
meaning that species that are
heavily dependent on sea ice,
such as the Antarctic minke
whale, are projected to lose
between 5-30% of ice-associated

habitat within 40 years - little more

than the life time of an individual -
whale. Under 2°C global warming,
frontal zones - critical whale
feeding habitats - are also
projected to move southwards.
Migratory whales such as the
humpback and blue whales would
have to travel even farther south
(an extra 200-500km) to reach and
feed at these food-rich areas.
These longer migration paths
could increase the energy costs of
migration and reduce the duration
of the main feeding season. As
frontal zones move southward,
they also move closer together,
reducing the overall area of
foraging habitat available.
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in the Southern Ocean facing a
ft of threats

In order to strengthen the
resilience of Southern Ocean
whale populations as they face
this new raft of threats, it is of
paramount importance to avoid
any losses of whales due to
whaling.

The maintenance of the Southern
Ocean Whale Sanctuary is also of
crucial importance in a broader
sense, to allow for a key
assessment of the impact of
climate change to the overall health
of the Southern Ocean. Only when
Southern Ocean whale populations
have stabilized from their current
recovery phase will we have the
opportunity to obtain a valuable
assessment of the impact climate
change has had on the whole
ecosystem. Therefore it is crucial
that the Southern Ocean Whale
Sanctuary remain in place and that
the recovery of the Southern Ocean
great whale species remains
undisturbed.

e protected from
commercial whaling activities has
long been recognised. The first
sanctuary to be established by the
IWC was in the Antarctic, when in
1938, the area south of 40°S
between longitudes 70°W and
160°W was declared as a
commercial whaling free zone. This
was primarily due to the fact that
this sector had not yet been subject
to commercial whaling activities,
and it was considered highly
desirable that the immunity which
whales in this area had enjoyed
should be maintained. However the
area was opened up to commercial
whaling in 1955 initially for three
years as a means of reducing the
pressure of catches on the rest of
the Antarctic whaling grounds.

In 1994 the IWC adopted the
Southern Ocean Sanctuary as an
area in which commercial whaling
was fully prohibited. The northern
boundary of this Sanctuary follows
the 40°S parallel of latitude except
in the Indian Ocean sector where it

joins the southern boundary of that
sanctuary at 55°S, and around
South America and into the South
Pacific where the boundary is at
60°S (see figure 2). The sanctuary
was written into the Schedule of the
IWC with the following text
‘commercial whaling, whether by
pelagic operations or from land
stations, is prohibited in ... the
Southern Ocean Sanctuary™®.

The text further clarified that ‘This
prohibition applies irrespective of
the conservation status of baleen
and toothed whale stocks in this
Sanctuary’. Japan was the only
country to vote against the
Sanctuary and lodged a formal
objection to the extent that
Sanctuary applies to Antarctic minke
whales. Russia lodged an objection
to the Sanctuary but withdrew this
objection in the same year.

This Sanctuary was intended to be
reviewed in 2004, ten years after its
initial adoption. Pre-empting this,
Japan proposed a resolution in
2002 aimed at undermining the
Sanctuary, but the resolution did not
receive sufficient support and was

uthern Ocean is already a legally
lished whale sanctuary

not adopted. In 2004, the Scientific
Committee conducted its review of
the Sanctuary, and concluded that
a clarification of the objectives of
the Sanctuary would be useful.
Japan then proposed to abolish the
Sanctuary, but did not receive
enough support for this measure.

Today the IWC maintains the
Southern Ocean Whale Sanctuary
as an area where all commercial
whaling is prohibited. Japan
currently uses a loophole in the
International Convention for the
Regulation of Whaling (ICRW) which
allows the lethal take of whales for
scientific purposes, and has
operated a ‘scientific whaling’
programme in the Southern Ocean
since 1987. Japan has steadily
increased the numbers of whales it
kills in the Southern Ocean (see fig
3), and in 2005 started taking
endangered fin whales in addition
to Antarctic minke whales. In total,
Japan has taken 9,409 whales in
the Southern Ocean in the name
of “science” — 9,395 minke whales
and 14 fin whales.

Although the ICRW does contain a
provision that allows governments
to kill whales for scientific purposes,
it was written more than 60 years
ago, at a time when no practicable
alternatives for lethal research
existed. At that time, killing whales
was unfortunately the only way to
learn some of the most basic
biological information, which was
1used in setting catch quotas.
the last 60 years, non-lethal
echniques have been developed
hat can provide the data required
for management more efficiently and
accurately than can lethal sampling.
Given the availability of modern non-
lethal techniques in common use by
whale scientists elsewhere in the
world, and the fact that the meat
from whales killed in Japan’s
scientific research programme is
directed straight into the
commercial meat market, it is clear
that Japan’s scientific research is
little more than a thinly veiled
commercial whaling operation.
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Figure 2: Map of established IWC sanctuaries

- the Southern Ocean Sanctuary, and the Indian Ocean Sanctuary
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Figure 3: Numbers of whales taken by Japan in the
Southern Ocean under scientific permit
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Whales in the Southern Ocean were
subjected to severe overharvesting in
the twentieth century, with unehecked
commercial whaling driving many
species to the brink of extinction. Whilst
whaling in the Southern Ocean has been
halted by all but one government for
more than two decades, whale
populations have failed to recover as
rapidly as hoped, and exist today at
extremely depleted levels.

In addition, Southern Ocean whales are
now subject to a new and varied range
of threats, most notably the predicted
profound impacts of climate change on
this fragile region.

The international community has long
since recognised the importance of
protecting whales in the Southern
Ocean, and whaling in the Southern
Ocean has been specifically prohibited
by the IWC through the establishment of
the Southern Ocean Whale Sanctuary.

WWEF thus believes that it should be a >

fundamental and unquestionable L
responsibility of the contracting o O '/'_ﬂ e B -
governments of the IWC to eliminate ? A 9 o
immediately, or with a short phase out .

period, all whaling in the Southern

Ocean Whale Sanctuary, including the

lethal take of whales for ‘scientific

research’, and reject any proposal in

the IWC that would set whaling quotas

in this area.
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