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refocus
 2012
A constructive vision for the evolution and 
future of the International Whaling Commission 
as a cetacean protection organisation



“The IWC has been vital for ensuring the survival 
of numerous whale species and creating the 
opportunity for whale populations to recover… 
Membership of the IWC is the key way to meet 
the global responsibility for protecting whales.”
From Protecting Whales –  a global responsibility (UK Department for Food and Rural Affairs, 2007) 

32

The conservation committee, established in 2003, 
represented a further milestone in the evolution 
of the iWc, which signified a commitment to 
protecting cetacean populations and allowed the 
development of strategies to mitigate threats to 
their survival. 

The iWc’s increased efforts to address the 
inherent cruelty of whaling reflect scientific 
understanding of the sentience of whales and 
their capacity to suffer. The ban on the use of 
cold (non-exploding) harpoons and the phase 
out of the electric lance in commercial whaling 
demonstrate the iWc’s commitment to reducing 
the suffering of exploited whales. 

membership of the iWc has more than doubled 
since the moratorium was implemented. This 
expansion reflects the importance of both the 
whaling issue and the conservation of whales to 
governments and the public worldwide. The lethal 
exploitation of cetaceans for commercial gain has 
become increasingly regarded as unacceptable 
in today’s society, based on conservation, welfare, 
ethical and economic concerns. This briefing 
outlines the future role for the iWc in protecting 
and conserving all cetaceans and their habitats, 
rather than managing their lethal exploitation.

The international Whaling commission 
(iWc or commission) has been the global 
body responsible for the conservation and 
management of the world’s whales for over 
60 years. This role is also embedded in 
international law. in recent decades, the 
iWc has been responsible for an array of 
conservation achievements which have 
helped make it one of the most successful 
international conservation bodies in  
existence today. 

The international convention for the regulation  
of Whaling (icrW) was drafted in 1946 in an  
effort to address the devastating impacts of 
whaling on whale populations worldwide. for the 
next 35 years, attempts by the iWc to manage  
the large-scale commercial hunting of these  
long-living, slow-breeding mammals met with 
failure, leaving many whale populations and species 
on the brink of extinction. in 1982 the iWc agreed 
a visionary moratorium on commercial whaling, 
preventing the extinction of several populations and 
species and allowing many populations to begin 
to recover. since its implementation in 1986, and 
despite a very small number of countries having 
reservations, the moratorium has prevented the 

killing of hundreds of thousands of cetaceans  
and today remains one of the most effective and 
long-standing commitments to ensure global 
protection for threatened species.

The moratorium was agreed during a new era 
of scientific enlightenment surrounding the 
conservation and protection of wild animals. in 
recent decades the commission has placed 
increased emphasis on the role and advice of the 
iWc’s scientific committee, which today consists 
of over 200 scientists of the highest calibre. The 
scientific committee is the only such group of 
cetacean scientists on a global scale, placing 
it in the ideal position to consider the complex 
spectrum of threats now facing cetaceans and 
their environment. in 1993, the commission 
specifically directed its scientific committee to 
prioritise research on the effects of environmental 
change on cetaceans to “determine appropriate 
response strategies to these new challenges”.  

The iWc’s agenda has also expanded to develop 
expertise to assist those wishing to derive 
commercial gain from cetaceans without hunting 
them. in 1998 both the iWc and its scientific 
committee formally integrated whale watching 
into their agendas, recognising the opportunities 
and threats arising from this burgeoning 
worldwide industry. 

Introduction: IWC history and achievements 



1963
Zero quotas set for 
humpback whales in 
southern hemisphere

1965
commission implements 
worldwide protection 
for blue and humpback 
whales

1976
commission implements 
zero quota for southern 
hemisphere fin whale 
populations

1977 
commission commences 
collection and 
presentation of catch 
statistics on small 
cetaceans

1979 
indian ocean sanctuary 
implemented

Ban on factory ship 
whaling for all species 
except minke whales

1980 
cold harpoon banned 
and first workshop on 
humane killing takes 
place

1982 
Working Group 
on Humane Killing 
established with Terms 
of reference including 
humane killing in 
aboriginal subsistence 
whaling

1986 
international moratorium 
on commercial whaling, 
adopted in 1982, takes 
effect

1990 
commission adopts 
resolution on the 
Japanese Directed Take 
of Dall’s porpoise, the 
first iWc resolution on a 
small cetacean species

1993 
commission decides to 
prioritise research on 
environmental change

1994 
Voluntary fund 
established to facilitate 
scientists’ participation 
in scientific committee’s 
small cetacean  
sub-committee

southern ocean 
sanctuary implemented

1995 
Workshop on cetaceans 
and chemical pollution 
which led to a multi-
year multi-disciplinary 
programme to research 
the impact of chemical 
pollution on cetaceans

following workshop on 
Whale Killing methods, 
commission passes 
resolution calling for 
suspension of use of  
the electric lance 

1996 
Workshop on climate 
change and cetaceans 
which led to development 
of the southern ocean 
Whale and ecosystem 
research Programme 
(soWer)

Japan agrees to phase 
out use of electric lance

1997 
first meeting of standing 
Working Group on 
environmental concerns 
in scientific committee

1998 
first meeting of Whale 
Watching Working Group 
in scientific committee

commission adopts 
permanent agenda 
item for ‘environmental 
concerns’

1999 
commission endorses 
and agrees funding for 
soWer and PoLLuTioN 
2000+ for ecosystem and 
environmental research

2000 
commission welcomes 
scientific committee’s 
first state of the cetacean 
environment report 
and requests annual 
submission

2004 
first meeting of 
conservation committee

scientific committee 
holds symposium on 
anthropogenic noise 
pollution and a workshop 
on habitat degradation

2005 
conservation committee 
forms ship strike Working 
Group

commission passes a 
resolution calling for 
efforts to conserve the 
western gray whale

2006 
Workshop on Whale 
Killing methods and 
Associated Animal 
Welfare issues 
held; the report and 
recommendations  
are endorsed by  
the commission

2007 
commission adopts 
a resolution urging 
international support 
for mexico’s efforts to 
prevent the extinction of 
the vaquita from by-catch 
and a further resolution 
recognising non-lethal 
use of cetaceans as a 
valuable and legitimate 
management strategy

2008 
iWc establishes Global 
ship strikes database 
and linkages with the 
marine environment 
Protection committee  
of the international  
maritime organisation

2009 
scientific committee 
holds second climate 
change workshop; 
commission adopts by 
consensus a resolution 
on climate and other 
environmental changes, 
calling for an expansion 
of efforts to quantify and 
mitigate the impacts  
of climate change  
on cetaceans

 

IWC whale protection timeline  
(non-exhaustive)

2010 
scientific committee holds 
workshop on welfare of 
entangled whales; the report 
and recommendations 
are endorsed by the 
commission

Joint iWc/AccoBAms 
workshop on ship strike 
mitigation is held 

commission holds 
intersessional Whale 
Watching Workshop

scientific committee 
holds ‘small cetaceans 
and climate change’ 
intersessional workshop

commission commends 
the western gray whale 
conservation Plan and 
agrees to work to mitigate 
human-induced threats to 
this endangered population

2011 
commission agrees a 
package of short and  
long-term recommendations 
on welfare issues associated 
with the entanglement of 
large whales

commission endorses the 
Honolulu commitment, a 
multilateral united Nations 
effort to reduce marine 
debris, and directs the 
scientific committee to 
further investigate the threat 
posed to cetaceans by 
marine debris
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A changing environment 

since the iWc was established in 1946, scientists 
have learned a great deal about the myriad of 
threats to cetaceans, in addition to hunting. These 
threats include atmospheric ozone depletion, 
chemical and noise pollution, marine debris, ship 
strikes, entanglements in fishing gear, commercial 
overfishing causing prey depletion, increasing 
offshore industrial development and the 
escalating threats from climate change, including 
ocean acidification. 

With the development of technologies allowing 
humans to exploit the most remote and deepest 
areas of our oceans, the range and intensity of 
many of these threats has increased in recent 
years. several environmental threats are known 
to interact in complex synergies, making overall 
impacts both more severe and more difficult to 
accurately predict. 

A counting conundrum 

Despite scientific advances, accurately monitoring 
whale populations is limited by the inherent 
difficulties – and expense – of observing and 
quantifying the abundance of these wide-ranging, 
deep diving marine mammals. 

Different analytical techniques often lead to large 
variations in abundance estimates. The reason 
for the apparent 60 per cent decline in southern 
hemisphere minke whale numbers in half of the 
Antarctic management areas in less than 15 years 
is not known by the scientific committee. it either 
demonstrates that there has been a significant 
decline in these minke whale populations, 
which would clearly be cause for concern, or it 
highlights the difficulties inherent in accurately 
estimating numbers of whales over timeframes 
appropriate to their longevity. The lack of certainty 
regarding one of the most intensively studied and 
heavily exploited whale populations in the world 
illustrates the fundamental challenge to providing 
safe management advice for sustainable  
catch quotas. 

As long-living, slow-breeding mammals, whales 
are particularly vulnerable to the long-lasting 
effects of over-exploitation. Although some 
whale species have begun to recover from near 
extinction caused by industrialised commercial 
whaling, it may take decades, or even centuries, 
before many species return to pre-exploitation 
abundance. for example, North Atlantic right 
whales, heavily exploited by commercial whaling, 
remain critically depleted and are now affected 
by new anthropogenic threats including vessel 
strikes and entanglement in fishing gear.  

A cruel practice 

The iWc continues to address the cruelty inherent 
to whaling, but more must be done. even the 
most highly trained whaler cannot ensure that 
a harpoon shot will result in immediate death 
and the potential for error is large. Whalers must 
shoot an exploding harpoon from a moving boat 
at a moving animal which may surface for less 
than five seconds, sometimes under adverse 
weather conditions. The result is often a strike 
which injures but does not kill the animal. up 
to 60 per cent of minke whales do not die 
instantaneously in Japan’s special permit whaling 
operations. The use of weapons designed to kill 
minke whales on much larger species, such as fin 
whales, predictably results in even longer times 
to death. These protracted ‘Times to Death’ defy 
international humane standards, such as those 
recommended by the World organisation for 
Animal Health (oie). 

Today, few, if any, countries would allow farm 
animals to be slaughtered using a method with 
such frequent potential to cause prolonged 
suffering, yet whales – also killed for commercial 
sale and human consumption – are wild animals 
and fall through an animal welfare loophole. 
instances where wounded whales escape remain 
a frequent reality in modern whaling operations.

Whale watching 

Whale watching is an industry that provides 
financial benefits to communities throughout  
the world. from small subsistence ventures 
to large-scale commercial operations, whale 

watching is estimated to be a us$2.1 billion 
industry enjoyed by over 13 million people in 
more than 119 countries each year. consequently, 
whale watching is economically more significant 
and sustainable to more communities and people  
than whaling. 

in a 2007 resolution the iWc recognised the 
socio-economic and scientific benefits that can 
be derived from the non-lethal uses of cetaceans, 
and formally recognised non-lethal use as a 
legitimate management strategy, encouraging 
iWc members to work to incorporate the needs 
of non-lethal users of whales in its management 
decisions. The scientific committee and 
commission have also considered the evidence 
that poorly managed whale watching can present 
a threat to all cetaceans, and the iWc has an 
important role to play in promoting best  
practice internationally.

markets and global trade

other than providing nutritional subsistence to 
certain indigenous people, whale products meet 
no pressing human need, and all commercial 
products once derived from whales were replaced 
decades ago by synthetic or natural alternatives. 
markets for whale meat in the remaining 
commercial whaling nations are small, reliant on 
subsidies and lacking in growth potential. 

Allowing international commercial trade in 
whale products to resume, by lifting the ban 
held by the convention on international Trade 
in endangered species of Wild fauna and flora 
(ciTes), would be disastrous – it would stimulate 
the development of new uses and markets for 
whale products (for example in animal feeds and 
dietary supplements), and inevitably provide a 
cover for illegal trade. such global trade would 
put intense pressure on the iWc’s commercial 
whaling moratorium and could seriously damage 
the recovery of exploited whale populations. 

Whales in the 21st century  

The paradox of sustainable whaling 

“Whales are long-lived,  
slow-growing wildlife… It defies 
logic to think that mobilising 
large ships consuming large 
amounts of fuel with large 
crews travelling large distances 
to satisfy the tastes of a 
small number of consumers 
qualifies as a reasonable use 
of resources, let alone as a 
‘sustainable’ enterprise.” 
Acclaimed marine biologist and ecologist 
Sylvia Earle   
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The iWc’s role as an international body with 
competence for cetacean conservation and 
management must be strengthened and 
promoted. its primary focus and resources must 
be redirected away from intractable debates 
over commercial whaling and towards providing 
protection for all cetaceans and increasing 
scientific understanding of their ecology, biology 
and behaviours, as well as ensuring that 
Aboriginal subsistence Whaling is sustainable, 
efficient, humane and appropriately managed. in 
addition to benefiting cetaceans, this new focus 
will contribute to the ongoing development of the 
whale watching industry. 

Key objectives of this work  
should include: 
•	 conducting research to predict and 

quantify the global and regional impacts on 
cetaceans from threats including climate 
change, habitat degradation, marine debris, 
entanglements, on and offshore industrial 
developments, chemical and noise pollution, 
by-catch and vessel strikes, to facilitate iWc 
recommendations for timely mitigation and 
avoidance measures. 

•	 funding studies to increase the scientific 
knowledge of cetaceans including work 
on population abundance, distribution, 
biology and ecology, but also facilitating 
novel research on whale behaviours, 
communications, social dynamics and culture. 

•	 Developing methodologies to evaluate the 
impacts of whale watching and recommending 
mitigation measures as needed to protect 
cetaceans and/or their habitats. The 
commission should also continue to formalise 
its role in facilitating information sharing within 
the whale watching industry worldwide. 

•	 Developing a management regime for 
Aboriginal subsistence Whaling that properly 
balances the need for subsistence whaling 
by certain indigenous people with their 
government’s responsibility to ensure the 
hunts are well-managed, sustainable, humane 
and accountable to the iWc. 

While limited progress has been made within 
the iWc in recent years towards reaching 
a compromise on issues of fundamental 
disagreement such as commercial and special 
permit whaling, it is notable that significant 
progress continues to be made on numerous 
conservation and welfare initiatives. such 
initiatives require additional time and resources 
from the commission and its scientific 
committee if they are to succeed in improving the 
conservation and welfare status of all cetaceans.

it is fundamental to the continued 
relevance and success of the iWc that 
its members: 
•	 recognise that all cetaceans face an uncertain 

future because of increasing anthropogenic 
threats and therefore require ongoing 
protection in the form of continued bans on 
commercial whaling and international trade in 
whale products. 

•	 Acknowledge that the lack of scientific 
knowledge about cetacean population sizes, 
biology, ecology and behaviour is an additional 
threat to their survival and that commitment to 
long term programmes of non-lethal research 
is required to promote greater understanding 
of cetaceans and their conservation needs.

•	 recognise that the greatest potential for the 
‘optimum utilisation’ of whales, provided for in 
the icrW, lies in sustainable and responsible 
whale watching operations.

•	 Acknowledge the need for the iWc to further 
develop into a cetacean conservation 
management organisation based on science 
and synergy with member nations and other 
international conservation organisations.

•	 Agree that the commercial sale of whale 
products from scientific whaling operations 
must be prohibited since it encourages 
abuse of Article Viii to circumvent the ban on 
commercial whaling. 

Vision: the IWC of the future  Conservation: research,  
development and management  

The IWC must take a progressive step 
towards redefining its primary objective:  
to ensure the long-term protection, survival 
and recovery of cetacean populations.
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Aboriginal  
Subsistence Whaling 
The iWc’s approval of Aboriginal subsistence 
Whaling (AsW) quotas for certain indigenous 
people with a continuing and traditional 
dependence on whaling must be based 
on quantifiable evidence of their nutritional 
subsistence needs and the ability of targeted 
whale populations to sustain such takes. it is 
important – both to ensure the integrity of the 
whaling moratorium and to meet the genuine 
needs of indigenous peoples – that the iWc 
clarifies and maintains a clear distinction between 
AsW and commercial whaling. The iWc should 
not tolerate overtly commercial use and the 
widespread distribution and trade of whale 
products obtained in AsW hunts. The criteria for 
AsW should not expand to allow non-indigenous 
people claiming a culture or tradition of whaling 
to benefit from the AsW exemption to the 
commercial whaling moratorium.

in addition, the techniques and weapons used 
in AsW hunts must be improved to address 
serious welfare concerns. The iWc should adopt 
minimum standards for weapons and hunting 
methods based on expert veterinary opinion, and 
should take steps to facilitate their adoption by 
AsW whalers.

Synergy and 
harmonisation with 
other organisations
As a body with global oversight for cetacean 
issues, the iWc must seek to promote 
international information sharing and the 
harmonisation of mitigation efforts to address 
threats to cetaceans. 

The iWc should strive to provide expert advice 
and act as an information clearing house 
for its member governments with regard to 
sharing intelligence on cetacean protection 
and management, recovery and conservation 
efforts, and the preparation, amendment or 
implementation of regional cetacean conservation 
agreements. increased investment by the 
iWc in information sharing and facilitation of 
communications, including meetings between 
like-minded cetacean conservation bodies 
would result in improved coordination of global 
inter-governmental efforts to mitigate threats 
to cetaceans. such bodies would include the 
convention on migratory species, including 
its regional Agreements, the convention on 
international Trade in endangered species of  
Wild fauna and flora, the convention on 
Biological Diversity and the united Nations 
environment Programme, including its regional 
seas agreements.

•	 Direct the secretariat to quantitatively review 
the time and resources, including funds from 
the iWc’s core budget, presently allocated 
by the commission and its committees to 
work supporting (i) lethal (commercial) use 
of cetaceans; (ii) lethal (subsistence) use of 
cetaceans; (iii) non-lethal use of cetaceans 
(whale watching); and (iv) conservation 
initiatives, for review by the commission at its 
next annual meeting.

•	 Propose to the iWc a mechanism to ensure an 
annual percentage increase in the proportion 
of iWc core funds spent on non-lethal use of 
cetaceans and conservation initiatives.

•	 increase voluntary funding contributions 
towards conservation and welfare initiatives 
within the iWc’s work plan, and ensure that 
contributed funds are restricted for these 
purposes (e.g. – the small cetacean fund)  
to include: 
  - establishing and contributing to an 
Animal Welfare fund for voluntary donations 
by contracting governments and observer 
organisations to fund workshops and other 
initiatives whose Terms of reference aim 
inter alia to secure improvements in the 
animal welfare status for whales. use of 
such funds should exclude lethal research 
or developments to enable or promote 
commercial whaling 
  - establishing and contributing to 
a specific fund to recruit scientists with 
environmental and ethological (behavioural) 
expertise to attend the scientific committee 
and/or to undertake research related to 
identified priority issues

•	 recommend that the iWc’s budgeting 
processes are revised to afford  
greater transparency.

•	 expand scientific committee and commission 
work to ascertain the impact of existing 

and emerging anthropogenic threats to all 
cetaceans (e.g. climate change and marine 
debris) and augment the role of the iWc in 
mitigating such threats.

•	 establish a research and development 
programme focused on improving the killing 
methods used by aboriginal subsistence 
whalers to reduce the time to death, struck 
and lost rates and minimise suffering, including 
commissioning relevant experts to undertake 
independent studies and provide advice. 

•	 Direct the scientific committee to undertake a 
global review of pollutant levels in cetaceans 
and the human health impacts associated with 
consuming polluted cetacean products. 

•	 express concern, including through a 
resolution, at the increasing level of 
international trade in whale products by Japan, 
Norway and iceland under their reservations to 
the ciTes Appendix i listing.  

•	 establish a Working Group to address and 
promote the legal, social and economic 
aspects of responsible whale watching, and to 
facilitate sharing of information between whale 
watching industries worldwide through training 
workshops and seminars. 

•	 support and encourage the chair of  
the commission to allow appropriately  
timed and constructive input into the  
deliberations of the iWc from all interest  
groups including iGos, NGos, educational  
establishments and scientific institutions with 
a demonstrated interest and/or expertise in 
cetacean conservation.

Evolving a future for whales and the IWC:  
Actions recommended for pro-conservation 
member governments  
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