
 

Bowhead whales may be pregnant for up to
23 months

July 26 2023, by Bob Yirka

  
 

  

(a) Patterns in stable nitrogen ratios (δ15N, green) and (b) concentrations of
immunoreactive progesterone (black), corticosterone (red) and oestradiol (blue)
across a representative section of bowhead whale baleen (from individual 500).
Closed circles indicate hormone concentrations above a baseline threshold, while
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open circles indicate hormone concentrations within baseline levels. Dark gray
box highlights gestation as defined under hypothesis 2; light gray box extends
gestation as defined under hypothesis 1. Light gray vertical dashed line
demarcates first and second phase of P4 peak. Credit: Royal Society Open Science
(2023). DOI: 10.1098/rsos.230365

A team of biologists and aquatic researchers from Suffolk University,
Arctic Aquatic Research Division, Fisheries and Oceans Canada, and the
Greenland Institute of Natural Resources has found evidence suggesting
that female bowhead whales may be pregnant for as long as 23 months.
In their project, reported in the journal Royal Society Open Science, the
group studied hormones produced by whales killed by Inuit hunters over
a 13-year period.

Prior research has suggested that bowhead females are likely pregnant
for approximately 14 months—this number was derived by noting fetus
size in multiple dead whales. But the whales, the research team found,
may be another marine creature that is able to put its pregnancy on
pause, allowing the mother-to-be the freedom to choose the best time
frame for the birth of her offspring.

To learn more about reproduction in bowhead whales, the researchers
collected baleen samples from whales killed during the years 1998
through 2011 by Inuit hunters in Greenland and the Canadian Arctic.
When studied closely, baleen samples offer a snapshot of the life the
whale, including hormone levels—in particular, progesterone, estradiol
and corticosterone. Each is produced during different parts of the
pregnancy process.

In studying the hormone levels of the whales over time, the researchers
found that the whales appeared to be pregnant for up to 23 months. They
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suggest baleen females have the ability to put a pregnancy on pause for
as long as nine months, which is why a pregnancy can last so long. More
research is required, but if the number holds, that would make baleen
whales the mammal with the longest pregnancy duration—the current
champs are elephants, which have an average pregnancy of
approximately 22 months.

The research team acknowledges that there is another possible
explanation for the hormone levels they found—the whales were not
actually pregnant during early progesterone surges, which are a sign of
prolonged estrus. Under such a scenario, the whale would not have been
pregnant until as long as 14 months later. In either case, the researchers
suggest their work adds to knowledge about reproduction in whales,
which may help to preserve populations.

  More information: N. S. J. Lysiak et al, Prolonged baleen hormone
cycles suggest atypical reproductive endocrinology of female bowhead
whales, Royal Society Open Science (2023). DOI: 10.1098/rsos.230365
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