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Whaling and whale killing methods

CL Bass† and P Brakes‡

History 
Subsistence whale hunting dates back to 400AD (Perrin

et al 2009). Large-scale industrialised whaling to provide

whale oil commenced in the late nineteenth century. Hunts

escalated in the early 20th century and reports to the

International Whaling Commission (IWC) show that over

two million great whales were killed in hunts in the

Southern Ocean between 1925 and 1985 and that unre-

ported ‘pirate’ whaling was also widespread (Clapham &

Ivashenko 2009). In 1982, as several whale species neared

extinction, the IWC agreed an international moratorium on

commercial whaling, which took effect in 1986. 

Distinct from commercialised whaling and exempt from the

moratorium are small-scale subsistence hunts, to provide

food for indigenous communities. Some of these hunts have

been practised for centuries and have cultural significance.

However, in recent years, some concerns have been raised

by IWC members about increasing commercialisation of

some of these hunts. 

Whaling today 
The IWC recognises three categories of large whale

hunting: commercial, scientific, and aboriginal subsis-

tence whaling. Large whales are currently hunted commer-

cially for their meat in Norway (minke whales

[Balaenoptera acutorostrata]) and Iceland (minke and fin

whales [Balaenoptera physalus]), both countries having

lodged objections to the moratorium, allowing them to

self-award quotas. Japan conducts hunts for five species of

large whales in the North Pacific and minke and fin whales

in the Southern Ocean. Japan conducts these hunts under

Article VIII of the Convention as ‘scientific’ or ‘special

permit’ whaling, although there has been significant

criticism over the need for and value of the research

(Clapham et al 2003), as well as ongoing political

condemnation of the hunts. The meat from these hunts is

sold commercially for human consumption in Japan.

Total catches by Japan, Norway and Iceland have been

increasing since the early 1990s (Figure 1) (IWC 2010a,b).

Norwegian hunts have remained relatively stable, killing

an average of 560 whales per year since 1997 but with a

slight decline in 2009 and 2010 catches. 

Conversely, Icelandic hunts increased in 2009 and 2010, incor-

porating a large take of fin whales (160 animals in 2010).

Quotas set in Japanese hunts have been increasing but the aspi-

rations for these larger catches have not been met consistently. 

The IWC awards Aboriginal Subsistence Whaling (ASW)

quotas for large whale hunts in Russia, the USA, Greenland and

St Vincent and the Grenadines. Annual catches by these nations

have totalled between 300 and 400 animals over the previous

ten years (IWC 2011). In addition, small-scale unregulated
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Figure 1

Catches of large whales reported to the IWC by Japan, Norway
and Iceland (1988–2009). NB Japanese data not yet available
(IWC 2010a,b).




