
 

Whaling: why the practice will not go away
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A humpback whale off Rio de Janeiro state, Brazil in June 2024.

The detention in Greenland of anti-whaling campaigner Paul Watson
pending possible extradition to Japan has turned the spotlight on the
widely condemned practice of hunting whales.

A 1986 moratorium on commercial whaling allowed numbers to recover
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following centuries of hunting that decimated the population to near-
extinction.

Today three countries still permit the practice—Japan, Norway and
Iceland.

Beyond the moral case against whaling, as made in campaigns such
Watson's, what is the science driving the arguments both for and against
the practice?

'Scientific' whaling?

In 2019 Japan quit the International Whaling Commission moratorium
and resumed commercial whaling inside its territorial waters and
exclusive economic zone.

Before this, Japan had been pursuing "scientific research" whaling since
1987, arguing some data could only be collected from dead carcasses.

But the evidence to support the claim was thin, Paul Rodhouse, fellow of
the Marine Biological Association in Britain, told AFP.

"There seems to be very little justification for scientific whaling and few
worthwhile scientific studies," he said.

A study published in Marine Policy in 2016 found that whaling and non-
whaling countries had produced similar numbers of scientific papers on
whales between 1986 and 2013.
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View of a gray whale in the Pacific Ocean in Los Cabos, Baja California state,
Mexico on February 21, 2024.

If we consider all the whales captured "and compare them to the very,
very small number of scientific publications produced, we say to
ourselves it really wasn't worth it and the scientific objectives were
certainly not the priority of this activity", Vincent Ridoux, a marine
megafauna researcher at La Rochelle university in France, told AFP.

There is also plenty of non-invasive research being carried out on living
whales using increasingly sophisticated technology.

Those tools include satellite transmitters attached to the mammals,
passive acoustic devices in submarine vessels, satellite imagery and
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artificial intelligence.

Are whales still endangered?

Overall, the moratorium has been successful in enabling the whale
population to recover.

But there remain sharp variations between regions and species.

Japan hunts Bryde's, minke and sei whales, and wants to expand its list to
include fin whales as well.

The government says the species are "abundant" and that catching them
around Japan in limited numbers is sustainable.
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Japan launched a new whaling flagship in May.

The Bryde's and common minke are listed as being of "least concern" on
the International Union for the Conservation of Nature's Red List, but
globally the sei is "endangered", and fin whales are listed as "vulnerable".

Whales also face other threats besides hunting, including ship collisions,
entanglements with fishing nets and rising ocean temperatures.

Whales and ecosystems

"Conserving biodiversity is not just a case of saving 'charismatic
macrofauna' but maintaining balanced ecosystems for the continued
health of nature and humans," Rodhouse said.

Abundant whales in an ecosystem "contribute to enriching the surface
layers with mineral salts and mineral elements such as iron", said
Ridoux.

Those elements are a key source of nutrients for some organisms.

Because whales breathe at the surface, they release much of what they
consume there, providing a food source for surface-dwelling marine
organisms.
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https://phys.org/tags/mineral+salts/
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Blocks of whale meat on display at a Japanese fish market.

'Disturbing' development

In May, Japan launched a new "mothership" for its whaling fleet to
replace its previous lead vessel, retired in 2023.

Weighing in at nearly 9,300 tonnes, the "Kangei Maru" is a substantial
upgrade and has raised alarm in the scientific community.

"It is very disturbing because it is a ship of large dimensions, it can go
very far and therefore has probably very high operating costs," said
Ridoux.
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"If you want to use a boat like this in a commercial logic, you need big
quotas to balance the operating costs and there has to be a market for
that."

Tokyo argues that eating whale is part of Japanese culture and an issue
of "food security" in the resource-poor country, which imports large
amounts of animal meat.

But whether or not there is a big appetite in Japan for the meat is an
open question.

Consumption has declined significantly in recent decades to around
1,000 or 2,000 tonnes per year compared to around 200 times that in the
1960s.
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