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Oxford English Dictionary Definitions

‘Whaling’ – ‘The action, practice, or business of catching whales’ 
No consideration of intent or lack thereof: thus any act that 

results in the catching of a whale. 

‘Catch’ – ‘To capture, esp. that which tries to escape; hence, to 
ensnare, surprise, overtake, reach, get at’

Thus modern industrial fishing practices, especially fixed gear 
trap fisheries, gill nets and mobile trawls, are all, albeit 
unintentionally, whaling if they catch a whale.
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Behavioral and post mortem
observations on fin whales killed
with explosive harpoons…

Lambertsen and Moore
International Whaling 
Commission 1984
TC/36/HK



• Female North Atlantic right whale (Catalog #2030)
• 13.5 m long. First sighted June 29th 1990 
• First sighted entangled May 10th 1999
• Last seen alive, September 13th 1999 
• Sighted dead October 20 1999 
• ‘Blubber coat dissected off by the rope and gillnet 
stretched over the dorsum between the two flippers’

Photo Credit - Lisa Conger - New England Aquarium.





The Plankton of the South Georgia Whaling Grounds and Adjacent Waters 1926-1927 
AC Hardy and ER Gunther. Discovery Reports Vol 11:1-456, 1935







Clapham et al, 24:183-201 MARINE MAMMAL SCIENCE, (2008)



Bycatch of Marine Mammals in US and Global Fisheries: Read, Drinker and Northridge,
Conservation Biology 20: 163-9 (2006) 

Marine Mammal  Bycatch



1970-2010
Most common 
diagnosed cause 
of death among 
323 individuals 
from eight large 
whale species: 
18% entangled, 
10% vessel struck, 
14% non-human 
related, and 57% 
undiagnosed in a 
sample of 323 
animals

van der Hoop et al. Conservation Biology 20: 163-169 (2012)

Entanglement mortalities and 
serious injuries

All mortalities and 
serious injuries



March 04 2005. Wreck Island, VA
Photograph: USCG

Last sighting prior to entanglement was on 
September 18, 2003 in the Bay of Fundy with her 
calf. Sighted entangled Sept 6 2004.  Entangled for 
between 6 and 18 months.



March 04 2005. Wreck Island, VA
Photograph: Moore





Amy Knowlton Phillip Hamilton

NEAq 
2366

7/17/95 Middletown, RI



Bryde’s whale (WAM 587)

Humpback whale (SC 01-18-Mn)



Live N Atlantic Right Whales
• 626 individual whales were assessed and 1032 unique 

entanglement events were documented. 
• 519 (82.9%) had been entangled at least once and 306 

of the 519 (59.0%) had been entangled more than 
once. 

• Males and females were entangled at similar rates. 
• Juveniles were entangled at a higher rate than adults.
• On average, 25.9% of adequately photographed 

animals acquired new wounds or scars from fishing 
gear annually with no significant trend over time 
detected.

• Knowlton et al Mar. Ecol. Prog. Ser. 466:293-302 (2013)



Mar. Mamm. Sci. van der Hoop et al. (MMS 2013)
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Moore – Barrow 2007



Moore - Barrow Alaska - 2007



Sustainable? Time to death

Commercial Not good 
precedents

Seconds to 
minutes

Subsistence Yes Seconds to 
minutes

Entangled 
bycatch

Often not Months

Vessel Collision Often not Usually seconds 
to minutes

• Subsistence fisheries seem to strike a unique balance

• The local public expect beached live marine mammals to be treated 
humanely, yet those entangled out of sight offshore seem to be ignored
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Entanglements 
Ship strikes 

Mortality in US has grossly exceeded the legal limit of ≤ 1.4 whales per year since 1994 
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3 Distinct Right Whale Species 

Source: IUCN



Source: J Cetacean Res. Manage. 14 (suppl.), 2013



Pace, Kraus and Corkeron 2017 – Ecology and Evolution (Creative Commons) 
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