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1611 to the last recorded capture in 1911 (Ross, 1993). The only record of catches by modern whaling
refers to four taken by modern whaling near Svalbard in 1932 (Ruud, 1937). Based on the catch
record, a minimum initial population size was estimated by Woodby and Botkin (1993) at 24,000
whales. A modeling exercise (Allen and Keay, 2006) resulted in an estimate of 52,000 but this may be
too high given it assumed a net reproductive rate considerably lower than that currently observed in
the Bering-Chukchi-Beaufort Seas stock. There is no quantitative estimate of current subpopulation
size, but the available evidence suggests that it is small. Jonsgard (1982) reported no live sightings on
surveys between Greenland and Svalbard and around Svalbard in 1980, but one dead probable
bowhead. Based on post-war sightings of only seven individuals in Norwegian and adjacent waters up
to 1990, Christensen et al. (1992) suggested that the subpopulation numbered “in the tens”. However,
the Norwegian record may have given a somewhat exaggerated impression of rarity, due to lack of
coverage within the pack ice. Moore and Reeves (1993) list 37 sightings between 1940 and 1990,
mainly near Svalbard and Franz Josef Land (Russian Federation). The records include two sightings
(Belikov et al., 1989) of apparently quite large winter aggregations near Franz Josef Land in 1981
(“several tens of individuals”) and 1983 (“about 66 animals”). Gilg and Born (2005) list 23 definite and
probable sightings off East Greenland during 1940-2004, including a probable sighting of ten
individuals in 2003. Wiig et al. (2009) report 37 “confirmed”, 3 “probable” and one “possible” bowhead
whale sightings in the Svalbard area during 1940-2008. Seven sightings totaling about 20 individuals
were reported in the Greenland Sea in April 2006 (Wiig et al., 2007). While the number of sightings
records has increased over time this may reflect increased effort rather than increasing abundance.
Among the recently reported observations, no calves or small individuals have been reported. The
proportion of the subpopulation that comprises mature animals is unknown. A value of 44% has been
estimated for the Bering-Chukchi-Beaufort Seas stock. Anecdotal evidence from historical whaling
accounts suggests the possibility of whales from a stock to the east, possibly the Bering-Chukchi-
Beaufort Seas stock, entering into these waters at times (Shelden et al., 1995), which would
complicate the interpretation of the sightings data with respect to the size of the remnant Svalbard
stock. Whether the current subpopulation is a remnant of the original Svalbard stock, a recolonization,
or a mixture of both, is currently unclear, but ongoing analyses of DNA from old bones might throw
light on this question (Borge et al., 2005).

Demographic parameters

A long lifespan (>100 years) is suggested by biochemical methods and the finding of old-fashioned
stone harpoon heads in hunter-killed animals (George et al., 1999). If this is confirmed, it would be
among the longest known for a mammal.

For the BCB subpopulation, an estimated 44% (SE 1%) of the total population consists of
reproductively mature animals, given that the age at maturity is at least 20 years (Koksi et al., 2004).
The calving interval is 3—4 years (Rugh et al., 1992). No specific data are available for other stocks.

Taylor et al. (2007) estimate the generation time for bowhead whales to be around 52 years.
Population Trend: Generally increasing, but unknown for the Svalbard-Barents Sea (Spitsbergen) and

Okhotsk Sea subpopulations (IUCN, 2008).

Condition (current/trends/future prospects)

Even a century after commercial whaling ceased, two of the four bowhead stocks are still considered
endangered.

Limitation in knowledge

Research on bowhead whales is difficult to be conducted, due to the remoteness of this species from
human habitation, often necessitating airplane-based observations of whales far from land, or long
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over-ice treks to open-water leads. As a result, except for the BCB bowhead stock which has been
monitored annually for many years, only short-term studies have been conducted on the other stocks
(Burns et al., 1993).

4. Evaluation of threats and impacts

Table 3: Summary of key threats and impacts to B. mysticetus.

Type of impact

Cause of threat

Comment

Death or injury

Hunting

Aboriginal subsistence whaling on the BCB stock
still takes place, but the OSPAR area Svalbard-
Barents Sea (Spitzbergen) stock is not subject to
hunting.

Death or injury by
ship strikes

Shipping and navigation

Increasing ship traffic in the Arctic regions
increases this kind of threat for bowhead whales.

Disturbance

Research

If too invasive.

Entanglement in
fishing gears

Fishing

Can cause mortality or serious injury.

Noise disturbance

Military activities (sonars)

Hearing damage, inter-individual communication
affected, habitat loss, ...

Noise disturbance

Shipping and navigation

Hearing damage, inter-individual communication
affected, habitat loss, ...

Noise disturbance

Oil and gas exploration and
extraction activities

Hearing damage, inter-individual communication
affected, habitat loss, ...

Health, fertility
problems

Chemical pollution

Persistent organic pollutants bio-accumulate in
lipid rich tissues (blubber).

Prey decline

Global warming

Consequences are still largely unknown, further
studies are needed.

Habitat disturbance
and loss

Noise pollution, reduction
of sea surface ice (global
warming), disturbance,

removal of target species

Bowhead whales depend on Arctic habitats,
habitat loss would be a major threat.

Cross-reference to checklist of human activities in OSPAR MPA Guidelines

Relevant human activity: Shipping & navigation, military activities; fishing, hunting, harvesting,
research.

Category of effect of human activity: Physical — Noise disturbance, Biological — removal of target
species, removal of non-target species, physical damage to species (OSPAR, 2008).

Major threats: Commercial whaling, and therefore human activity, is known to have caused the
significant decline of the bowhead whale. Heavy commercial hunting, beginning in the 1500s, depleted
all populations of bowheads. The Bering-Chukchi-Beaufort Seas stock has recovered substantially
since the end of commercial whaling in the early 20th century, while recent provisional estimates of
the Hudson Bay-Foxe Basin and Baffin Bay-Davis Strait stocks also suggest significant recovery.
There is no reliable evidence of recovery of the Svalbard-Barents Sea (Spitshergen) and Okhotsk Sea
stocks (IUCN, 2008). The IWC set an annual quota of 64 whales to harvest by Native Alaskans and
the Chukotka Natives of Siberia have been allotted 5 bowheads per year from the Alaska quota. The
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Canadian government has allowed a limited hunt of bowheads in the Bering Sea stock as well as from
the stocks in Hudson Bay and Davis Strait. Statistically the Native Canadians killed less than one
bowhead whale per year until recently (Perrin et al., 2002). In 2008, three bowhead whales were killed
in the Canadian Arctic by Inuit hunters (IWC SC report 2009).

There is evidence of incidental mortality and serious injury caused by entanglement in fishing gear and
ship strikes (Philo et al. 1992, 1993; Finley 2000).

At least one case of fatal entrapment of an Okhotsk Sea bowhead whale in fishing gear has been
documented (Brownell, 1999) but this population is not currently subject to hunting.

As far as the Svalbard-Barents Sea (Spitsbergen) subpopulation is concerned, incidental mortality or
serious injury from entanglement in fishing gear and ship strikes has not been reported. There are no
known specific threats to this subpopulation which is not hunted (IUCN, 2008).

Limited aboriginal subsistence whaling on the BCB stock (by native peoples of Alaska, and the
Russian Federation (Chukotka) is permitted by the IWC on the basis of advice from its Scientific
Committee (most recently under its new aboriginal subsistence whaling management procedure).
These takes have not impeded the recovery of the stock. Very small takes by aboriginal hunters are
allowed in Canadian waters. So far these have been too few to impede recovery of the stocks, but
there will be pressure to increase take levels given the recent, higher population estimates in the
eastern Canadian Arctic (IUCN, 2008).

There has been concern since the 1970s that disturbance from oil and gas exploration and extraction
activities in the Arctic region might affect bowhead whales. At present bowhead whales are exposed to
ship noise (oil-industry supply ships and icebreakers, seismic vessels with air gun arrays, ...) (Burns et
al., 1993) which might intensify as the Arctic sea ice reduction will offer new navigation routes to large
vessels. There might also be exposure to drilling and dredging as Arctic natural resources will become
more easily accessible. During this century, a profound reduction in the extent of sea ice in the Arctic
is expected, and possibly a complete disappearance in summer, as mean Arctic temperatures rise
faster than the global average. The implications of this for bowhead whales are unclear but warrant
monitoring (IUCN, 2008).

Environmental threats, such as pollution (Bratton et al. 1993) and disturbance from tourist traffic
(Finley 2000), may affect bowhead whales but the impacts have not yet been well characterized or
quantified.

5. Existing Management measures

All the species range States are members of the International Whaling Commission (IWC) and three of
them (Norway, Iceland and Greenland) are also members of the North Atlantic Marine Mammal
Commission (NAMMCO). Commercial whaling of the bowhead whale has been banned since the
1930’s, however some aboriginal whaling does take place on the Bering-Chukchi-Beaufort stock and
more recently on the East Canada-West Greenland stock. Apart from protection from whaling, other
measures that would help safeguard this species are more indirect such as minimizing the risk of
marine pollution and ensuring a high water quality in the Arctic. OSPAR does not deal with whaling
issues directly but can communicate an opinion on it to the IWC as well as the North Atlantic Marine
Mammal Commission (NAMMCO) (OSPAR, 2008).

Conservation actions: The International Whaling Commission has protected bowhead whales from
commercial whaling since its inception in 1946; all range states except Canada are members of the
IWC. Limited aboriginal subsistence whaling is allowed by the IWC on bowhead whales from the BCB
stock on the basis of scientific advice. Aboriginal hunting in Canada is co-managed by the federal
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government and provincial bodies created under land-claim agreements. This species has been
included in CITES Appendix | since 1975; Canada had a reservation against this listing until 1978. The
species is listed in CMS Appendix |I. Bowhead whales are also protected by the Bern Convention
(annex II).

6. Conclusion on overall status

As mentioned above, the Svalbard-Barents Sea (Spitsbergen) stock which is situated in the OSPAR
area is in a bad conservation status (IWC, 2008). This stock might be in critical danger of extinction.
Estimates of trends of this subpopulation, as well as population structure studies are critically needed,
even if research on these remote animals is very difficult to conduct. Indeed, if it was established that
there is a genetic connection to the other subpopulations, a broader conservation view comprising all
the areas could be taken.

7. Actions to be taken by OSPAR

Actions/measures that OSPAR could take, subject to OSPAR agreement

As set out in Article 4 of Annex V of the Convention, OSPAR has agreed that no programme or
measure concerning a question relating to the management of fisheries shall be adopted under this
Annex. However where the Commission considers that action is desirable in relation to such a
question, it shall draw that question to the attention of the authority or international body competent for
that question. Where action within the competence of the Commission is desirable to complement or
support action by those authorities or bodies, the Commission shall endeavour to cooperate with
them. For the avoidance of doubt, in the context of the OSPAR Convention, the management of
fisheries includes the management of marine mammals.

OSPAR recognizes that the IWC is the main international organization in charge of protecting large
whales in the world and assessing their status. Therefore OSPAR could contact the IWC to notify its
deep concern about the status and conservation of the Svalbard stock of the Bowhead whale and
request that issues relative to assessing the status of this stock and the current level of the threats that
it is currently facing would be placed as priority issues in the IWC Scientific Committee agenda.
OSPAR recognizes that NAMMCO is a regional organization in charge of protecting marine mammal
stocks in the north Atlantic. Therefore OSPAR could contact NAMMCO to notify its deep concern
about the status and conservation of the Svalbard stock of the Bowhead whale and request that
issues relative to assessing the status of this stock and the current level of the threats that it is
currently facing would be placed as priority issues in the NAMMCO agenda.

Actions/measures for relevant Contracting Parties

OSPAR could ask bowhead whale range Contracting Parties (Norway, Iceland and Denmark) to report
on a regular basis on any available information regarding the status of the species in the OSPAR
range as well as the extent and levels of potential threats in the species habitat.

OSPAR could request Contracting Parties to consider the critically endangered status of the Svalbard
bowhead whale stock in the planning of any activity in the species habitat (e.g. shipping lanes, seismic
surveys, fisheries, etc), notably because global warming and associated sea-ice retreat is likely to
favor the development of industrial and commercial activities in the area (called tertiary effects of
global warming on cetaceans).
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Table 4: Summary of key priority actions and measures which could be taken for B.mysticetus. Where
relevant, the OSPAR Commission should draw the need for action in relation to questions of fisheries
management to the attention of the competent authorities. Where action within the competence of the
Commission is desirable to complement or support action by those authorities or bodies, the

Commission shall endeavour to cooperate with them.

Key threats

Death or injury by ship strikes, entanglement in fishing
gears, noise pollution, chemical pollution, habitat loss

Relevant Contracting Parties

Denmark, Norway, Iceland

Other responsible authorities

NAMMCO; IWC; CITES

Already protected?
Measures adequate?

IWC (fully protected)

Bern Convention Annex |l
Bonn Convention (CMS)
Annex |

CITES Appendix |

IUCN Red List (Least
Concern (but an analysis of
the different stocks shows
important differences))

Current measures mostly
ban hunting and
international trade of
Bowhead whale.

No measure is designed to
protect habitat against
identified threats such as
global warming, ecosystem
shifts and associated effect
on prey stocks, pollution,
man-made noise, ship
strikes...

Suggestions for further research

Given the paucity of recent data on bowhead whales in the OSPAR range, it is not really possible to
make recommendations on priority research actions to be conducted by Contracting Parties. It would
be extremely useful for OSPAR to convene a joint meeting with IWC and NAMMCO in order to
examine all available knowledge on this stock and formulate priority research and monitoring
objectives from this review, in the view of establishing an assessment strategy for the bowhead whale

in the OSPAR range.
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