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Rationale for “Species of Concern” Listing: 
 

Demographic and Genetic Diversity Concerns: 
Simpfendorfer (2000), using age based demographic models, estimated the intrinsic rate of 

increase for largetooth sawfish was from 0.05 to 0.07 per yr, and population doubling times were 10.3 
to 13.6 years.  Musick et al. (2000) noted that intrinsic rates of increase less than ten percent (0.1) 
were low, and make a species particularly vulnerable to excessive mortalities and rapid population 
declines, after which recovery may take decades. 
 
 

Species of Concern 
NOAA National Marine Fisheries Service 

Largetooth sawfish 
Pristis perotteti 

              KEY INFORMATION 

Areas of Concern 
Central and South America, Gulf Coast. 
 
Year Identified as “Species of Concern” 
1988 (removed in 1997, returned to list in 
1999). 
 
Factors for Decline  
 Bycatch 
 Fishing 
 Habitat degradation 

 
Conservation Designations 
IUCN: Critically Endangered 
AFS: Endangered 
Species of Greatest Conservation Need:  
   TX, FL 

Brief Species Description:  
Sawfishes are generally a tropical marine and estuarine 
elasmobranch (shark and ray relative).  All modern 
sawfishes appear to be more shark-like than ray-like, 
with only the trunk and especially the head ventrally 
flattened.  The presence of a rostrum having laterally 
protruding teeth separates sawfishes from skates and 
rays (Figure 1).  The rostrum has a saw-like 
appearance and hence the name of sawfish.  The 
largetooth sawfish and the smalltooth sawfish (Pristis 
pectinata) are similar in appearance.  The two species 
can usually be differentiated by noting the number of 
teeth on one side of the rostrum.  Largetooth sawfish 
can have between 14 and 21 rostral teeth on one edge 
of the saw whereas smalltooth sawfish usually have 23 
to 34 (McEachran and Fechhelm 1998, Compagno and 
Last 1999).  
 
These two species can also be distinguished by 
observing that in largetooth sawfish the first dorsal fin 
originates anterior to the pelvic fins, while in smalltooth 
sawfish the first dorsal fin originates along the same 
axis as the pelvic fins.  The pectoral fins of largetooth 
sawfish are proportionally larger than those of 
smalltooth sawfish.  Furthermore, only largetooth 
sawfish has a distinct lower lobe on its caudal fin 
(McEachran and Fechhelm 1998, Compagno and Last 
1999).  Maximum size of largetooth sawfish have been 
reported between 20 and 21.3 feet (6.1-6.5 m) total 
length with weights between 1100 and 1300 pounds 
(500 to 600 kg) (Thorson 1976).  Studies of largetooth 
sawfish in Lake Nicaragua (Thorson 1976) report litter 
sizes of 1 to 13 individuals, with a mean of 7.3 
individuals.  The gestation period for largetooth sawfish 
is approximately 5 months, and females likely produce 
litters every second year.  
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Historically, largetooth sawfish inhabited warm temperate to tropical waters in the Atlantic, Caribbean 
and eastern Pacific, possibly in the eastern Mediterranean, and freshwater habitats in Central and 
South America and Africa.  Historical occurrences of largetooth sawfish in North America were much 
more limited than those of the related smalltooth sawfish, and were strictly confined to shallow (< 33 
feet or 10 m), near-shore, warm-temperate and tropical (>64-86 oF; 18-30oC), estuarine localities, 
partly enclosed lagoons, and similar situations. Thorson noted large catches of largetooth sawfish 
during preliminary visits to Lake Nicaragua in 1963 (referenced in Cook et al., 2006).  Directed 
fisheries removed an estimated 60,000 to 100,000 sawfishes between 1970 and 1975 (Thorson 
1976), and sawfish are now extremely rare in freshwater lakes of Nicaragua.  In the United States, 
largetooth sawfish were reported mainly along the Texas coast and east into Florida waters (Figure 
2), but now it is considered extirpated in the United States.  The last confirmed record of largetooth 
sawfish in U.S. waters was in Port Aransas Texas in 1961.  The last records for other Gulf of Mexico 
states include Florida 1941 and Louisiana 1917 (Status Review 2010).  Presently, largetooth sawfish 
are thought to primarily occur in freshwater habitats in Central and South America and Africa.   
 

Factors for Decline:Incidental commercial catch was likely the most  
Incidental commercial catch was likely the most significant factor in the decline of sawfish 

populations in U.S. waters.  Sawfish are extremely vulnerable to overexploitation due to their 
exceptional propensity for entanglement in net gear, their restricted habitat, and their low intrinsic rate 
of increase.  Habitat degradation likely impacts the species given their inshore distribution. 

 
Status Reviews/Research Underway: 
In 2000, NMFS denied a petition to list the largetooth sawfish in the U.S. as threatened or endangered 
under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) because there was insufficient information presented in the 
petition and in NMFS files to indicate that a listing may be warranted.  A new petition to list the 
species throughout its range was submitted by WildEarth Guardians in April 2009. In July 2009 NMFS 
issued a positive 90-day finding that determined listing may be warranted (74 FR 37671).  The 12 
month finding determining whether listing under the ESA is warranted is expected to be finalized in 
April 2010.   
 
Data Deficiencies:  
We identified questions converning the species taxonomy, range in the 
Federal Register notice denying the 2000 petition. 
 
Existing Protections and Conservation Actions: 
Largetooth sawfish are a prohibited species in Florida, Louisiana, and 
Alabama. Texas Parks and Wildlife Division has listed largetooth 
sawfish as endangered under the Parks and Wildlife Code Chapter 
68, due to the extreme difficulty that fishermen have in distinguishing 
the smalltooth sawfish from the largetooth sawfish (NMFS 2006). 
 
 

Figure 1.  A comparison of smalltooth sawfish 
rostrum (left) and largetooth sawfish rostrum 
(right).  Photo courtesy George Burgess, Florida 
Museum of Natural History. 

Species of Concern 
NOAA National Marine Fisheries Service 
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         Figure 2. US range of the largetooth sawfish species of concern.

Species of Concern 
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Video: 
in Georgia Aquarium (4:00) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rPT6H8443es 
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Point(s) of contact for questions or further information: 
For further information on this Species of Concern, or on the Species of Concern Program in general, please 
contact NMFS, Office of Protected Resources, 1315 East West Highway, Silver Spring, MD  20910, (301) 713-
1401, soc.list@noaa.gov; http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/concern/, or Shelley Norton, NMFS, Southeast 
Region, Protected Resources Division, 263 13th Avenue South, St. Petersburg, FL 33701, (727) 824-5312, 
Shelley.Norton@noaa.gov. 
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Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus)  

Status | Taxonomy | Species Description | Habitat | Distribution | 

Population Trends | Threats | Conservation Efforts | Regulatory Overview | 

Key Documents | More Info 

Status 

ESA Endangered - throughout its range 

MMPA Depleted - throughout its range 

Taxonomy 

Kingdom: Animalia 

Phylum: Chordata 

Class: Mammalia 

Order: Cetacea 

Family: Balaenopteridae 

Genus: Balaenoptera 

Species: physalus  

Species Description 

Fin whales are the second-largest species of whale, with a maximum length of 

about 75 ft (22 m) in the Northern Hemisphere, and 85 ft (26 m) in the 

Southern Hemisphere. Fin whales show mild sexual "dimorphism", with 

females measuring longer than males by 5-10%. Adults can weigh between 

80,000-160,000 lbs (40-80 tons). 

Fin whales have a sleek, streamlined body with a V-shaped head. They have a 

tall, "falcate" dorsal fin, located about two-thirds of the way back on the body, 

that rises at a shallow angle from the animal's back. The species has a 

distinctive coloration pattern: the back and sides of the body are black or dark 

brownish-gray, and the ventral surface is white. The unique, asymmetrical 

head color is dark on the left side of the lower jaw, and white on the right side. 

Many individuals have several light-gray, V-shaped "chevrons" behind their 

head, and the underside of the tail flukes is white with a gray border. 

Fin whales can be found in social groups of 2-7 whales and in the North Atlantic are often seen feeding in large 

groups that include humpback whales, minke whales, and Atlantic white-sided dolphins (Jefferson et al. 2008). Fin 

whales are large, fast swimmers and the killer whale (Orcinus orca) is their only non-human predator. 

  

 
Fin Whale 

(Balaenoptera physalus) 

Photo: NMFS Southwest 

Fisheries Science Center 

 Did You Know? 

· Individual fin whales can be 

identified by the pattern of 

chevrons and streaks of lighter 

coloration on their back, in 

addition to the size and shape 

of their dorsal fin. 

 

· The asymmetrical coloration 

pattern on the head of fin 

whales is reversed on their 

tongue. 

 

· Fin whales sometimes mate 

with blue whales and hybrids 

have been documented. 
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During the summer, fin whales feed on krill, small schooling fish (e.g., herring, capelin, and sand lance), and squid 

by lunging into schools of prey with their mouth open, using their 50-100 accordion-like throat pleats to gulp large 

amounts of food and water. They then filter the food particles from the water using the 260-480 "baleen" plates 

on each side of the mouth. Fin whales fast in the winter while they migrate to warmer waters. 

Little is known about the social and mating systems of fin whales. Similar to other baleen whales, long-term bonds 

between individuals are rare. Males become sexually mature at 6-10 years of age; females at 7-12 years of age. 

Physical maturity is attained at approximately 25 years for both sexes. After 11-12 months of gestation, females 

give birth to a single calf in tropical and subtropical areas during midwinter. Newborn calves are approximately 18 

ft (6 m) long, and weigh 4,000-6,000 lb (2 tons). 

Fin whales can live 80-90 years. The age of large whales in family Balaenopteridae can be estimated by counting 

the layers present in waxy ear plugs, which are formed in the auditory canal (Hohn 2002). 

Habitat 

Fin whales are found in deep, offshore waters of all major oceans, primarily in temperate to polar latitudes, and 

less commonly in the tropics. They occur year-round in a wide range of latitudes and longitudes, but the density of 

individuals in any one area changes seasonally. 

Distribution 

There are two named subspecies of fin whale: 

1. B. physalus physalus in the North Atlantic  

2. B. physalus quoyi in the Southern Ocean  

There is also a population of fin whales in the North Pacific, which most 

experts consider a separate, unnamed subspecies. These populations rarely 

mix, if at all, and there are geographical stocks within these ocean basins. 

Fin whales are migratory, moving seasonally into and out of high-latitude 

feeding areas, but the overall migration pattern is complex, and specific 

routes have not been documented. However, acoustic recordings from passive-listening hydrophone arrays 

indicate that a southward "flow pattern" occurs in the fall from the Labrador-Newfoundland region, past Bermuda, 

and into the West Indies (Clark 1995). There may be resident groups of fin whales in some areas, such as the Gulf 

of California, the East China Sea, and the Mediterranean Sea. 

Population Trends 

Although reliable and recent estimates of fin whale abundance are available for 

large portions of the North Atlantic Ocean, this is not the case for most of the 

North Pacific Ocean nor for the Southern Oceans. The present status of 

populations in these ocean basins relative to their pre-whaling population size is 

uncertain. 

For management purposes, fin whales in U.S. waters have been divided into four 

stocks: 

1. Hawaii  

2. California/Oregon/Washington  

3. Alaska (Northeast Pacific)  

4. Western North Atlantic  

Reliable estimates of current and historical abundance of fin whales in the entire northeast Pacific are currently not 

available. While reliable estimates of the minimum population size and population trends are available for a 

portion of this area, much of the North Pacific range has not been surveyed. 

A 2002 shipboard line-transect survey of the entire Hawaiian Islands EEZ resulted in an abundance estimate of 

174 fin whales (Barlow 2003). As of the 2004 Hawaii stock assessment report, this was the best available 

abundance estimate for this stock. 

The California/Oregon/Washington stock was estimated at 3,279 fin whales based on ship surveys in 
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summer/autumn of 1996 (Barlow and Taylor 2001) and 2001 (Barlow 2003). The 2003 stock assessment report 

lists the minimum population of this stock at approximately 2,541 animals. 

Although the full range of the Alaska (Northeast Pacific) stock of fin whales has not been surveyed, a rough 

estimate of the size of the population west of the Kenai Peninsula is 5,700 (as of the 2007 stock assessment 

report). This is a minimum estimate for the entire Alaska stock because it was estimated from surveys which 

covered only a small portion of the range of this stock. 

The minimum population estimate for the Western North Atlantic fin whale stock is 1,678. There are insufficient 

data to determine trends for this population. 

Threats 

Commercial whaling for this species ended in the North Pacific Ocean in 1976, in the Southern Ocean in 1976-77, 

and in the North Atlantic Ocean in 1987. Fin whales are still hunted in Greenland and subject to catch limits under 

the International Whaling Commission's  "aboriginal subsistence whaling" scheme. 

Other current threats are collisions with vessels, entanglement in fishing gear, reduced prey abundance due to 

overfishing, habitat degradation, disturbance from low-frequency noise and the possibility that illegal whaling or 

resumed legal whaling will cause removals at biologically unsustainable rates. Of all species of large whales, fin 

whales are most often reported as hit by vessels (Jensen and Silber, 2004 [pdf]). Schooling fish constitute a large 

proportion of the fin whale's diet in many areas of the North Atlantic, so trends in fish populations, whether driven 

by fishery operations, human-caused environmental deterioration, or natural processes, may strongly affect the 

size and distribution of fin whale populations. 

Conservation Efforts 

The Atlantic Large Whale Take Reduction Team was established to develop a plan to reduce the incidental serious 

injury and mortality of fin whales, right whales, humpback whales, and minke whales in the South Atlantic shark 

gillnet fishery, the Gulf of Maine and Mid-Atlantic lobster trap/pot fishery, the Mid-Atlantic gillnet fishery, and the 

Gulf of Maine sink gillnet fishery. For more about the Atlantic Large Whale TRT, please visit the ALWTRT page on 

our Northeast Regional Office website. 

The 2007 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species  lists fin whales as "endangered." 

Regulatory Overview 

Within the U.S., the fin whale is listed as endangered throughout its range under the Endangered Species Act of 

1973 and is listed as "depleted" throughout its range under the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972. 

Key Documents 

(All documents are in PDF format.) 

Title Federal Register  Date 

5-Year Status Review Initiated 72 FR 2649  01/22/2007 

Draft Recovery Plan  71 FR 38385  07/06/2006 

ESA Listing Rule 35 FR 18319  12/02/1970 

Stock Assessment Reports  n/a various 

 

More Information 

 Kids' Times : Fin Whale [pdf]  

 NOAA's National Marine Sanctuaries  

 Channel Islands Sanctuary Fin Whale Species Card  

 Cordell Bank Sanctuary Fin Whale Species Card  

 Monitor Sanctuary Fin Whale Species Card  
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 NOAA Ocean Explorer Fin Whale Call recording  

 U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service Fin Whale Species Profile  
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Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus)  

Status | Taxonomy | Species Description | Habitat | Distribution | 

Population Trends | Threats | Conservation Efforts | Regulatory Overview | 

Key Documents | More Info 

Status 

ESA Endangered - throughout its range 

MMPA Depleted - throughout its range 

Taxonomy 

Kingdom: Animalia 

Phylum: Chordata 

Class: Mammalia 

Order: Cetacea 

Family: Balaenopteridae 

Genus: Balaenoptera 

Species: physalus  

Species Description 

Fin whales are the second-largest species of whale, with a maximum length of 

about 75 ft (22 m) in the Northern Hemisphere, and 85 ft (26 m) in the 

Southern Hemisphere. Fin whales show mild sexual "dimorphism", with 

females measuring longer than males by 5-10%. Adults can weigh between 

80,000-160,000 lbs (40-80 tons). 

Fin whales have a sleek, streamlined body with a V-shaped head. They have a 

tall, "falcate" dorsal fin, located about two-thirds of the way back on the body, 

that rises at a shallow angle from the animal's back. The species has a 

distinctive coloration pattern: the back and sides of the body are black or dark 

brownish-gray, and the ventral surface is white. The unique, asymmetrical 

head color is dark on the left side of the lower jaw, and white on the right side. 

Many individuals have several light-gray, V-shaped "chevrons" behind their 

head, and the underside of the tail flukes is white with a gray border. 

Fin whales can be found in social groups of 2-7 whales and in the North Atlantic are often seen feeding in large 

groups that include humpback whales, minke whales, and Atlantic white-sided dolphins (Jefferson et al. 2008). Fin 

whales are large, fast swimmers and the killer whale (Orcinus orca) is their only non-human predator. 

  

 
Fin Whale 

(Balaenoptera physalus) 

Photo: NMFS Southwest 

Fisheries Science Center 

 Did You Know? 

· Individual fin whales can be 

identified by the pattern of 

chevrons and streaks of lighter 

coloration on their back, in 

addition to the size and shape 

of their dorsal fin. 

 

· The asymmetrical coloration 

pattern on the head of fin 

whales is reversed on their 

tongue. 

 

· Fin whales sometimes mate 

with blue whales and hybrids 

have been documented. 
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During the summer, fin whales feed on krill, small schooling fish (e.g., herring, capelin, and sand lance), and squid 

by lunging into schools of prey with their mouth open, using their 50-100 accordion-like throat pleats to gulp large 

amounts of food and water. They then filter the food particles from the water using the 260-480 "baleen" plates 

on each side of the mouth. Fin whales fast in the winter while they migrate to warmer waters. 

Little is known about the social and mating systems of fin whales. Similar to other baleen whales, long-term bonds 

between individuals are rare. Males become sexually mature at 6-10 years of age; females at 7-12 years of age. 

Physical maturity is attained at approximately 25 years for both sexes. After 11-12 months of gestation, females 

give birth to a single calf in tropical and subtropical areas during midwinter. Newborn calves are approximately 18 

ft (6 m) long, and weigh 4,000-6,000 lb (2 tons). 

Fin whales can live 80-90 years. The age of large whales in family Balaenopteridae can be estimated by counting 

the layers present in waxy ear plugs, which are formed in the auditory canal (Hohn 2002). 

Habitat 

Fin whales are found in deep, offshore waters of all major oceans, primarily in temperate to polar latitudes, and 

less commonly in the tropics. They occur year-round in a wide range of latitudes and longitudes, but the density of 

individuals in any one area changes seasonally. 

Distribution 

There are two named subspecies of fin whale: 

1. B. physalus physalus in the North Atlantic  

2. B. physalus quoyi in the Southern Ocean  

There is also a population of fin whales in the North Pacific, which most 

experts consider a separate, unnamed subspecies. These populations rarely 

mix, if at all, and there are geographical stocks within these ocean basins. 

Fin whales are migratory, moving seasonally into and out of high-latitude 

feeding areas, but the overall migration pattern is complex, and specific 

routes have not been documented. However, acoustic recordings from passive-listening hydrophone arrays 

indicate that a southward "flow pattern" occurs in the fall from the Labrador-Newfoundland region, past Bermuda, 

and into the West Indies (Clark 1995). There may be resident groups of fin whales in some areas, such as the Gulf 

of California, the East China Sea, and the Mediterranean Sea. 

Population Trends 

Although reliable and recent estimates of fin whale abundance are available for 

large portions of the North Atlantic Ocean, this is not the case for most of the 

North Pacific Ocean nor for the Southern Oceans. The present status of 

populations in these ocean basins relative to their pre-whaling population size is 

uncertain. 

For management purposes, fin whales in U.S. waters have been divided into four 

stocks: 

1. Hawaii  

2. California/Oregon/Washington  

3. Alaska (Northeast Pacific)  

4. Western North Atlantic  

Reliable estimates of current and historical abundance of fin whales in the entire northeast Pacific are currently not 

available. While reliable estimates of the minimum population size and population trends are available for a 

portion of this area, much of the North Pacific range has not been surveyed. 

A 2002 shipboard line-transect survey of the entire Hawaiian Islands EEZ resulted in an abundance estimate of 

174 fin whales (Barlow 2003). As of the 2004 Hawaii stock assessment report, this was the best available 

abundance estimate for this stock. 

The California/Oregon/Washington stock was estimated at 3,279 fin whales based on ship surveys in 
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summer/autumn of 1996 (Barlow and Taylor 2001) and 2001 (Barlow 2003). The 2003 stock assessment report 

lists the minimum population of this stock at approximately 2,541 animals. 

Although the full range of the Alaska (Northeast Pacific) stock of fin whales has not been surveyed, a rough 

estimate of the size of the population west of the Kenai Peninsula is 5,700 (as of the 2007 stock assessment 

report). This is a minimum estimate for the entire Alaska stock because it was estimated from surveys which 

covered only a small portion of the range of this stock. 

The minimum population estimate for the Western North Atlantic fin whale stock is 1,678. There are insufficient 

data to determine trends for this population. 

Threats 

Commercial whaling for this species ended in the North Pacific Ocean in 1976, in the Southern Ocean in 1976-77, 

and in the North Atlantic Ocean in 1987. Fin whales are still hunted in Greenland and subject to catch limits under 

the International Whaling Commission's  "aboriginal subsistence whaling" scheme. 

Other current threats are collisions with vessels, entanglement in fishing gear, reduced prey abundance due to 

overfishing, habitat degradation, disturbance from low-frequency noise and the possibility that illegal whaling or 

resumed legal whaling will cause removals at biologically unsustainable rates. Of all species of large whales, fin 

whales are most often reported as hit by vessels (Jensen and Silber, 2004 [pdf]). Schooling fish constitute a large 

proportion of the fin whale's diet in many areas of the North Atlantic, so trends in fish populations, whether driven 

by fishery operations, human-caused environmental deterioration, or natural processes, may strongly affect the 

size and distribution of fin whale populations. 

Conservation Efforts 

The Atlantic Large Whale Take Reduction Team was established to develop a plan to reduce the incidental serious 

injury and mortality of fin whales, right whales, humpback whales, and minke whales in the South Atlantic shark 

gillnet fishery, the Gulf of Maine and Mid-Atlantic lobster trap/pot fishery, the Mid-Atlantic gillnet fishery, and the 

Gulf of Maine sink gillnet fishery. For more about the Atlantic Large Whale TRT, please visit the ALWTRT page on 

our Northeast Regional Office website. 

The 2007 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species  lists fin whales as "endangered." 

Regulatory Overview 

Within the U.S., the fin whale is listed as endangered throughout its range under the Endangered Species Act of 

1973 and is listed as "depleted" throughout its range under the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972. 

Key Documents 

(All documents are in PDF format.) 

Title Federal Register  Date 

5-Year Status Review Initiated 72 FR 2649  01/22/2007 

Draft Recovery Plan  71 FR 38385  07/06/2006 

ESA Listing Rule 35 FR 18319  12/02/1970 

Stock Assessment Reports  n/a various 

 

More Information 

 Kids' Times : Fin Whale [pdf]  

 NOAA's National Marine Sanctuaries  

 Channel Islands Sanctuary Fin Whale Species Card  

 Cordell Bank Sanctuary Fin Whale Species Card  

 Monitor Sanctuary Fin Whale Species Card  

http://www.iwcoffice.org/commission/iwcmain.htm
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/shipstrike/
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/shipstrike/lwssdata.pdf
http://www.nero.noaa.gov/whaletrp/
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/2478
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm#depleted
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/fr/fr72-2649.pdf
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/recovery/draft_finwhale.pdf
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/fr/fr71-38385.pdf
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/fr/fr35-18319.pdf
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/sars/species.htm#largewhales
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/education/kids_times_whale_fin.pdf
http://www.sanctuaries.noaa.gov/
http://www8.nos.noaa.gov/onms/park/Parks/SpeciesCard.aspx?refID=1&CreatureID=126&pID=3
http://www8.nos.noaa.gov/onms/park/Parks/SpeciesCard.aspx?refID=1&CreatureID=950&pID=4
http://www8.nos.noaa.gov/onms/park/Parks/SpeciesCard.aspx?refID=1&CreatureID=1626&pID=13
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 NOAA Ocean Explorer Fin Whale Call recording  

 U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service Fin Whale Species Profile  
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Sea Turtle Stranding and Salvage Network 

(STSSN) Reports 

The Sea Turtle Stranding and Salvage Network (STSSN) was formally 

established in 1980 to collect information on and document strandings of 

marine turtles along the U.S. Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic coasts. The network 

encompasses the coastal areas of the eighteen state region from Maine 

through Texas, and includes portions of the U.S. Caribbean. Data are 

compiled through the efforts of network participants who document marine 

turtle strandings in their respective areas and contribute those data to the 

centralized STSSN data base.  

These reports summarize marine turtle strandings documented through the 
efforts of the Sea Turtle Stranding and Salvage Network (STSSN). These 

numbers are considered minimum stranding figures, as they are reported 
strandings only, not all stranding events. Effort expended in the collection of 
stranding data varied both geographically and temporally. Coverage ranges 
from systematic weekly (or more frequent) sampling to no sampling at all in 
some areas. All six species known to inhabit the waters of the Gulf of Mexico 
and U.S. Atlantic are included, these include: loggerheads (Caretta caretta), 
greens (Chelonia mydas), Kemp’ s ridleys (Lepidochelys kempi), hawksbills 
(Eretmochelys imbricata), leatherbacks (Dermochelys coriacea) and olive 
ridley (Lepidochelys olivacea).  

True strandings are defined as turtles which wash ashore dead or alive, or 

are found floating dead or alive (generally in a weakened condition). Other 
reports received are not included in these reports. Headstarted turtles are 
hatched and raised in captivity for approximately one year before being 
tagged and released. Strandings of headstarted turtles are excluded because 
they may represent a bias if their stranding was an artifact of captive rearing 

and release. Reports of incidentally captured turtles, posthatchlings and live 
sighting reports received through the network were archived, but are not 

included in this report as these records are not considered to be true 

strandings.  

Using the online reports, one can obtain basic summarized stranding 

information for the years 1986 through 2007, additional years will be added 

once available. The data used to generate the reports have been verified 

from 1998- 2005, however they are subject to change as additional data are 

received. The data from 1986-1997, 2006 and 2007 are preliminary and are 

in the process of being verified, beginning with the most current years. 
Queries may include Year, Month, Region, Zone, State, County, and species.  



Please review the Data Access Policy prior to use. Any additional information 

needs to be requested from the STSSN National Coordinator. Requests 

should be very specific.  

In order to run an online report, you must check the box to accept 

the Data Access Policy:    OR     

 

Annual Stranding Reports Sample Monthly Stranding Reports Sample 

By Year, State, Species 

 By Year, Region, Zone   

By Year, Zone, Species 

 By Year, Species   

  By Year, Species, State   

  By Year, Species, State, County   

  By Year, State   

  By Year, State, County   

Customizing Your Reports 

The online reports summarize turtle strandings according to your selection 

criteria. 

For example, for the States criteria: 
For all states, click ALL if it is not already selected. 
For one individual state, click on that state 
To select a range of states without any gaps, click on the first state 

desired then hold the shift key when clicking the last state you desire. 
To select multiple states with gaps, click on the first state desired and 

then hold the control (Ctrl) key while clicking other states. 

To remove a state already your list, click on that state again. 

You repeat the same process with another criteria, for example years. 
Your final report will reflect only those states you specy AND the years you 

specify.  

Note:These reports were developed for and tested in Internet Explorer 6.0. 

If the data and column headings don't perfectly align, resize the browser 

window so that the top fixed heading lines up with the data. Also, if using 
another browser, upgrade to the latest version of that browser if there are 

http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/PDFdocs/STSSN_Public_Data_Policy.pdf
http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/STSSN/JDBCSTSSNYearStateSpeciesViewCriteria.jsp
http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/STSSN/JDBCSTSSNYearRegionZoneMonthViewCriteria.jsp
http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/STSSN/JDBCSTSSNYearZonesSpeciesViewCriteria.jsp
http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/STSSN/JDBCSTSSNYearSpeciesMonthViewCriteria.jsp
http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/STSSN/JDBCSTSSNYearSpeciesStateMonthViewCriteria.jsp
http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/STSSN/JDBCSTSSNYearSpeciesStateCountyMonthViewCriteria.jsp
http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/STSSN/JDBCSTSSNYearStateMonthViewCriteria.jsp
http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/STSSN/JDBCSTSSNYearStateCountyMonthViewCriteria.jsp


problems with overlapping text. The later browsers understand more of the 

formatting commands needed to provide well formatted output.  

Processing The Web Page In Excel 

Your browser can save the web report as an HTML file. Usually the menu 

command would be: 

File 

Save as 

Then you select a directory to place it in and give it a name and add the 

.htm or .html file extension. 

  

Later versions of Microsoft Excel allow you to read an html page as a 
spreadsheet. 

The Excel commands would be: 
File 
Open 
Go back to the directory where you saved the file. 
Select Files of Type: Web Pages and Web Archives (*.htm; *.html; . . . 
) 
Then find your file. 
Open 
This brings the file into Excel. If you click in either the head or the body of 

the report, Excel recognizes the data as a table. 
You can sort it in any order you please, re-arrange columns, and even chart 
it.  
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Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus)  
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Key Documents | More Info  

Status 

ESA Endangered - throughout its range 

MMPA Depleted - throughout its range 

Taxonomy 

Kingdom: Animalia 

Phylum: Chordata 

Class: Mammalia 

Order: Cetacea 

Family: Balaenopteridae 

Genus: Balaenoptera 

Species: musculus 

Subspecies of the blue whale include: 

 Northern Hemisphere blue whale (B. m. musculus)  

 Antarctic blue whale (B. m. intermedia)  

 Pygmy blue whale (B. m. brevicauda) - a significantly smaller and 

morphologically distinct form found in the subantarctic zone of the 

southern Indian Ocean and southwestern Pacific Ocean.  

Species Description 

Physical characteristics 

The blue whale, Balaenoptera musculus (Linnaeus 1758), is a cosmopolitan species of baleen whale. Blue whales 

in the Northern Hemisphere are generally smaller than those in the Southern Ocean. Maximum body length in the 

North Atlantic was about 88.5 feet (27 m) and the largest blue whale reported from the North Pacific was about 88 

feet (26.8 m). Adults in the Antarctic can reach a maximum body length of about 108 feet (33 m) and can weigh 

more than 330,000 pounds (150,000 kg). 

As is true of other baleen whale species, female blue whales are somewhat larger than males. Blue whales are 

identified by the following characteristics: a long-body and comparatively slender shape; a broad, flat "rostrum" 

when viewed from above; a proportionately smaller dorsal fin than other baleen whales; and a mottled gray color 

  

 
Blue Whale 

(Balaenoptera musculus) 

Photo: NMFS Northeast 

Fisheries Science Center 

  

Did You Know? 

· The blue whale is the largest 

animal ever known to have lived 

on Earth; they can weigh over 

330,000 pounds (150,000 kg). 

 

· Despite their massive size, blue 

whales feed almost exclusively 

on krill, tiny shrimp-like animals 

about the size of a jelly bean! 
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pattern that appears light blue when seen through the water. 

Diet 

The primary and preferred diet of blue whales is krill (euphausiids). In the North Atlantic, blue whales feed on two 

main euphausiid species: Thysanoëssa inermisand Meganyctiphanes norvegica. In addition, T. raschiiand M. 

norvegicahave been recorded as important food sources of blue whales in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. In the North 

Pacific, blue whales prey mainly on Euphausia pacificaand secondarily on T. spinifera. While other prey species, 

including fish and copepods, have been mentioned in the scientific literature, these are not likely to contribute 

significantly to the diet of blue whales. 

Life History 

Scientists have yet to discern many details regarding the life history of the 

blue whale. The best available science suggests the gestation period is 

approximately 10-12 months and that blue whale calves are nursed for about 

6-7 months. Most reproductive activity, including births and mating, takes 

place during the winter. Weaning probably occurs on, or en route to, summer 

feeding areas. The average calving interval is probably two to three years. 

The age of sexual maturity is thought to be 5-15 years. There are no known 

differences in the reproductive biology of blue whales in the North Pacific and 

North Atlantic oceans. 

Habitat 

Blue whales inhabit sub-polar to sub-tropical latitudes. Poleward movements 

in spring allow the whales to take advantage of high zooplankton production 

in summer. Movement towards the subtropics in the fall allows blue whales to reduce their energy expenditure 

while fasting, avoid ice entrapment in some areas, and engage in reproductive activities in warmer waters of lower 

latitudes. Although the species is often found in coastal waters, blue whales are thought to occur generally more 

offshore than humpback whales, for example. 

Distribution 

Global 

Blue whales are found in oceans worldwide and are separated into 

populations by ocean basin in the North Atlantic, North Pacific, and Southern 

Hemisphere. They follow a seasonal migration pattern between summering 

and wintering areas, but some evidence suggests that individuals remain in 

certain areas year-round. The extent of knowledge concerning distribution 

and movement varies with area and migratory routes are not well known 

but, in general, distribution is driven largely by food requirements. For 

example, in the Gulf of St. Lawrence blue whales prefer deep waters where 

krill is concentrated. 

North Atlantic 

The overall distribution of blue whales in the North Atlantic extends from the subtropics to Baffin Bay and the 

Greenland Sea. Blue whales are most frequently sighted in the waters off eastern Canada, with the majority of 

recent records from the Gulf of St. Lawrence, where they are present throughout most of the year. They are most 

common during the summer and fall feeding seasons and typically leave by early winter to avoid ice entrapment. 

Although they are rare in the shelf waters of the eastern U.S., occasional sightings of blue whales have been made 

off Cape Cod, Massachusetts. It is believed this region may represent the current southern limit of the blue 

whales' feeding range. In addition, there is some evidence to suggest that blue whales occasionally stray into the 

Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean, but they are less common in these waters. Some scientists believe blue whales 

in the North Atlantic occur in relatively discrete feeding populations (Sigurjónsson and Gunnlaugsson, 1990) 

whereas other evidence suggests blue whales may comprise one "panmictic" population (Clark, 1994). 

North Pacific 

The blue whale's range is known to encompass much of the North Pacific Ocean, from Kamchatka to southern 

Japan in the west, and from the Gulf of Alaska and California south to at least Costa Rica in the east. The species 

is found primarily south of the Aleutian Islands and the Bering Sea. Whaling and sighting data suggest the 

existence of at least five subpopulations of blue whales, with an unknown degree of mixing among them: 

1. southern Japan (which appears to have been virtually "extirpated" by whaling)  

2. northern Japan/Kurils/Kamchatka  
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3. Aleutian Islands (the central stock, which may winter in deep water north of Hawaii)  

4. eastern Gulf of Alaska  

5. California/Mexico  

The International Whaling Commission (IWC), however, formally considers only one management stock for blue 

whales in the North Pacific. 

For management purposes under the MMPA, blue whales inhabiting U.S. waters in the North Pacific are divided 

into two "stocks": Western and Eastern. Based on acoustic and whaling data, it is believed that the eastern stock 

winters off Mexico, central America, and as far south as 8 E S, and feeds during summer off the U. S. West Coast 

and to a lesser extent, in the Gulf of Alaska and in central North Pacific waters. The Western stock appears to feed 

in summer southwest of Kamchatka, south of the Aleutians, and in the Gulf of Alaska (Stafford, 2003 and Watkins 

et al., 2000); in winter they migrate to lower latitudes in the western Pacific and less frequently in the central 

Pacific, including Hawaii (Stafford et al., 2001). 

Blue whales accompanied by young calves have been observed often in the Gulf of California from December 

through March, and, thus, at least some calves may be born in or near the Gulf (Sears, 1990). Therefore, this 

area is probably an important calving and nursing area for the species. 

Northern Indian Ocean 

There is a "resident" population of unknown taxonomic status present in the northern Indian Ocean. Blue whales 

sightings have been reported from the Gulf of Aden, Persian Gulf, Arabian Sea, and across the Bay of Bengal to 

Burma and the Strait of Malacca. The migratory movements of these whales are unknown. 

Southern Hemisphere 

In the Southern Hemisphere distributions of B. m. intermedia and B. m. brevicauda may be segregated. B. m. 

intermedia occurs mainly in relatively high latitudes south of the "Antarctic Convergence" and close to the ice 

edge. B. m. brevicada is typically distributed north of the Antarctic Convergence. 

Changes in distribution 

There is some evidence which suggests the distribution and migratory patterns of blue whales may have changed 

in at least four areas: northern Norway, southern Japan, eastern Aleutian Islands, and northern California. 

In northern Norway (ie. Finnmark, Bear Island, and Svalbard) the paucity of sightings during recent surveys along 

the coast where blue whales were common in the late 1800s and early 1900s, may suggest that the historic 

distribution has changed (Christensen et al., 1992). However, it could also indicate depletion of the population by 

whaling. 

In the western North Pacific, the lack of blue whales off southern Japan today may also suggest that the 

distribution of these animals has changed or that the animals of this region have been extirpated. South of the 

eastern Aleutian Islands (160ºW and 180ºW), relatively large concentrations of blue whales were documented in 

the 1970s but the species appears rare there today, suggesting that illegal and unreported whaling depleted the 

population (Stewart et al., 1987 and Forney and Brownell, 1997). 

Off northern California (eg. Farallon Islands, Moss Landing, and Trinidad), the recent appearance of numerous blue 

whales is noteworthy in light of their rarity in these regions prior to the late 1970s. Calambokidis (1995) 

concluded that such changes in distribution reflect a shift in feeding from the more offshore euphausiid, Euphausia 

pacifica, to the primarily "neritic" euphausiid, Thysanoëssa spinifera. 

Population Trends 

Global 

Blue whales were significantly depleted by commercial whaling activities worldwide. In the Southern Hemisphere, 

pre-exploitation population estimates range from 150,000 to 210,000 whales; recent abundance estimates range 

between 400 and 1,400 whales. In the North Pacific, pre-exploitation population size is estimated as 

approximately 4,900 blue whales, whereas the current population estimate is a minimum of 3,300 blue whales. In 

the North Atlantic, estimates for the entire basin are considered unreliable, but range from 1,100 to 1,500 blue 

whales pre-exploitation, and 100 to 555 whales currently (IWC, 2007; see Table 1 below). 

  Southern Hemisphere North Pacific North Atlantic 
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Pre-exploitation 150,000 - 200,000 4,900 1,100 - 1,500 

Current 400 - 1,400 3,300 100 - 555 

Table 1. Global abundance estimates for blue whales by ocean basin (IWC, 2007).  

Western North Atlantic 

Based on data from individuals found only in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, the current minimum population estimate 

for the western North Atlantic stock is 308 whales. Mitchell (1974) estimated that the blue whale population in the 

western North Atlantic during the late 1960s and early 1970s was in the very low hundreds at most, and according 

to its most recent stock assessment, NMFS has no evidence to refute this estimate. More than 320 individual blue 

whales have been photo-identified in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and the total number of photo-identified individuals 

for eastern Canada and New England is 352 as of Fall 1997. 

According to the most recent NMFS stock assessment, there is insufficient data to determine population trends for 

this species. 

There are no accurate estimates of pre-exploitation population sizes available for the western North Atlantic ; 

however, several rough estimates have been made by scientists. For example, Sergeant (1966) approximated that 

there were 1,500 blue whales in eastern Canadian waters and Allen (1970) inferred a population greater than 

1,100. 

Eastern North Atlantic 

There is no current estimate for the number of blue whales in eastern North Atlantic waters. However, some data 

have been collected for blue whales in Icelandic waters. As of autumn 1997, 32 individuals had been photo-

identified in Icelandic waters. Additional studies have suggested that the population in Icelandic and neighboring 

waters may be in the high hundreds (Gunnlaugsson and Sigurjónsson, 1990 and Sigurjónssonand Gunnlaugsson, 

1990) or greater than 1,000 (Christensen et al., 1992). 

Sightings data off the west and southwest coasts of Iceland suggest the population has been increasing at about 

five percent per year since the late 1960s (Sigurjónsson and Gunnlaugsson, 1990). 

Despite these differences in pre-exploitation estimates and the lack of estimates for current population abundance, 

it is clear that blue whale stocks in the western, eastern, and central North Atlantic were severely depleted by the 

time that legal protection was introduced in 1955. 

Western North Pacific 

There is insufficient data to evaluate the current abundance or population trends of blue whale stocks in the 

western North Pacific, but blue whales in Hawaiian waters are considered extremely rare. 

Eastern North Pacific 

Blue whale abundance in the eastern Pacific is about 1,700. Along the California coast blue whale abundance has 

been increasing during the past two decades (Calambokidis et al., 1990; Barlow, 1994 and Calambokidis, 1995). 

The magnitude of this apparent increase is too large to be accounted for by population growth alone and, 

therefore, it is assumed that a shift in distribution has occurred. Although the population in the North Pacific is 

expected to have grown since protection began in 1966, the possibility of continued unauthorized takes, incidental 

ship strikes and mortality, and serious injury in fishing gear makes this uncertain. Also, the evident scarcity of 

blue whales in areas of former abundance (e.g., Gulf of Alaska and near the Aleutian Islands) suggests that the 

increasing trend does not apply to the species' entire range in the eastern North Pacific. 
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Threats 

The primary threats currently facing blue whales are: 

 vessel strikes  

 fisheries interactions  

Additional threats that have not been documented but could potentially affect these populations include: 

 natural mortality  

 anthropogenic noise  

 competition for prey resources  

 habitat degradation  

 vessel disturbance  

Although whaling substantially reduced blue whale populations worldwide during the first half of the 20th century, 

whaling is no longer considered a threat today. 

Ship strikes 

A primary threat to blue whales is mortality and serious injury caused by ship strikes. In the eastern North Pacific, 

ship strikes were implicated in the deaths of blues whales in 1980, 1986, 1987, 1993 and 2002. The average 

number of blue whale mortalities in California attributed to ship strikes was 0.2 per year from 1991-1995 and from 

1998-2002. In September 2007, three blue whale mortalities were confirmed to be caused by ship strikes in the 

Santa Barbara Channel off Southern California. These deaths were part of a larger Unusual Mortality Event, 

declared by the Working Group on Marine Mammal Unusual Mortality Events. In the western North Atlantic, at 

least nine percent of the whales in the Gulf of St. Lawrence have injuries or scars attributed to contact with ships 

(Sears et al., 1990). This area has a relatively high risk of ship strikes because the St. Lawrence Seaway has 

heavy ship traffic during the time of year when blue whales are relatively abundant. In March 1998, a dead 20 m 

(66ft) male blue whale was brought into Rhode Island waters on the bow of a tanker. The cause of death was 

determined to be ship strike. There are no records of ship strikes for blue whales in the western North Pacific but 

mortalities caused by ship strikes have likely occurred without being reported. 

Fisheries interactions 

Despite the lack of observed fisheries interactions in the last decade, incidental take in fisheries threaten blue 

whales for two reasons. First, past records of entanglements suggest that interaction with fishing gear may affect 

blue whales. Second, entanglement rates may be underestimated because blue whales may break through or 

carry away fishing gear, perhaps suffering unrecorded subsequent mortalities or serious injuries. It is also likely 

that stranding data underestimate the number of whales killed by fishing gear, because most whales do not drift 

far enough to strand on beaches or to be detected floating in the nearshore corridor. Although direct observation 

of mortality is rare, at least two documented cases of dead blue whales are apparently from the effects of 

entanglement in fishing gear (one in 1987 off Stellwagen Bank and the other in the 1990s in the Gulf of St. 

Lawrence). 

Natural mortality 

Little is known about natural mortality of blue whales in the North Atlantic. Ice entrapment is known to injure and 

kill some blue whales, particularly along the southwest coast of Newfoundland during late winter and early spring. 

In the Gulf of St. Lawrence, scarring on the dorsal surface of some whales is thought to be from contact with ice. 

Also, two blue whales bore rake-like markings assumed to be from the teeth of killer whales (Orcinus orca) (Sears 

et al., 1990). However, no direct evidence of predation on blue whales has been reported in this area. 

A well-documented observation of killer whales attacking a blue whale off Baja California proves that blue whales 

are at least occasionally vulnerable to these predators (Tarpy, 1979). A high proportion of the blue whales in the 

Gulf of California bear injuries or rake-like scars that are the result of encounters with killer whales (Sears, 1990), 

although the extent to which such attacks are fatal is unknown. Unlike in the western North Atlantic, injury or 

suffocation from ice entrapment is not known to affect blue whales in the North Pacific. 

Other potential non-primary threats 

Anthropogenic noise, competition for prey resources, habitat degradation, and vessel disturbance are additional 

concerns; however, there is little evidence available to describe or quantify the impacts of these threats on blue 

whales. For example, while anthropogenic noise is known to be a threat for other cetaceans little is known about 

Photo: NOAA 
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whether, or how, vessel noise affects blue whales. Competition for prey resources is possible between blue whales 

and other sympatric whale species but there is no direct evidence for interspecific competition (Clapham and 

Brownell, 1996) and it is unlikely blue whales compete with humans for prey resources. Habitat degradation (e.g., 

chemical pollution) has occurred in some areas of the North Atlantic (e.g., St. Lawrence River) but the impacts of 

this degradation have not been proven to affect blue whales (O'Shea and Brownell, 1994) and are understudied. 

Lastly, the effect of vessel disturbance (e.g., whalewatching boats) is of concern but there is no direct evidence to 

demonstrate that persistent close approaches by tour boats has a negative effect on blue whales. 

Whaling 

Blue whales were hunted as early as the 19th century but were not intensively hunted until the turn of the 20th 

century. From the early 1900s to the mid-1960s blue whales were hunted in all the world's oceans and their 

populations significantly reduced. At least 9,500 blue whales were taken by commercial whalers throughout the 

North Pacific between 1910 and 1965 (Ohsumi and Wada, 1972) and at least 11,000 were taken in the North 

Atlantic from the late 19th to mid 20th centuries (Sigurjónsson and Gunnlaugsson, 1990). 

In 1966, the IWC banned commercial whaling for blue whales and no whaling (either "aboriginal subsistence" or 

commercial) occurs at present. 

Illegal whaling for blue whales has been documented or is likely to have occurred in the North Pacific, North 

Atlantic, and Southern Hemisphere. A small number of illegal kills of blue whales have been documented in the 

Northern Atlantic off Canada and Spain, and in the eastern North Atlantic. Blue whales were also killed in the 

Southern Hemisphere by the Soviet Union after 1966 (Zemsky et al., 1995a, 1995b). Some illegal whaling by the 

USSR also occurred in the North Pacific (Yablokov, 1994); it is likely that blue whales were among the species 

taken by these operations, but the extent is not known. 

No aboriginal whaling for blue whales is known to exist. Aboriginal hunters who target whales off the coast of the 

Lesser Antilles and Greenland do not target blue whales. Further, Norwegian whaling operations target only minke 

whales, and the commercial whaling stations in Iceland, Spain, and the Portugese islands of the Azores and 

Madeira remain officially closed. 

Conservation Efforts 

Conservation actions for the blue whale are on-going, and the most recent 

efforts by the U.S. include the following: 

 Monitoring the status of the California/Oregon/Washington stock of 

blue whales via shipboard surveys, conducted every 3 years.  

 Placing observers onboard vessels in the California/Oregon 

swordfish/thresher shark drift gillnet fishery to monitor the take of 

protected species, including marine mammals.  

 Implementing marine mammal take reduction measures identified in 

the Pacific Offshore Cetacean Take Reduction Plan (including the use 

of acoustic pingers) to reduce the bycatch of marine mammals.  

In 1998, NMFS published the Blue Whale Recovery Plan [pdf]. The Plan details the comprehensive and long-term 

conservation efforts for blue whales and is available below under the Key Document section. 

Regulatory Overview 

Within the U.S. the blue whale is listed as endangered throughout its range under the Endangered Species Act of 

1973 and is listed as "depleted" throughout its range under the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972. 

Internationally, blue whales received complete legal protection from commercial whaling in 1966 under the 

International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling. 

In addition, the 2007 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species  lists four geographical populations of blue whales, 

as follows: 

1. B.m. musculus North Atlantic stock as "vulnerable"  

2. B.m. musculus North Pacific stock as "Lower Risk/conservation dependent"  

3. B.m. intermedia as "endangered"  

4. B.m. brevicauda as data deficient  
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However, these IUCN listings are not regulatory for blue whales in U.S. waters. 

Key Documents 

(All documents are in PDF format.) 

Title Federal Register Date 

Recovery Plan  n/a 07/1998 

ESA Listing Rule 35 FR 18319  12/02/1970 

Stock Assessment Reports  n/a various 
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Humpback Whale (Megaptera novaeangliae)  

Status | Taxonomy | Species Description | Habitat | Distribution | 

Population Trends | Threats | Conservation Efforts | Regulatory Overview | 

Key Documents | More Info  

Status 

ESA Endangered - throughout its range 

MMPA Depleted - throughout its range 

Taxonomy 

Kingdom: Animalia 

Phylum: Chordata 

Class: Mammalia 

Order: Cetacea 

Family: Balaenopteridae 

Genus: Megaptera 

Species: novaeangliae 

Species Description 

Humpback whales are well known for their long "pectoral" fins, which can 

be up to 15 feet (4.6 m) in length. Their scientific name, Megaptera 

novaeangliae, means "big-winged New Englander" as the New England 

population was the one best known to Europeans. These long fins give 

them increased maneuverability; they can be used to slow down or even 

go backwards. 

Similar to all baleen whales, adult females are larger than adult males, 

reaching lengths of up to 60 feet (18 m). Their body coloration is 

primarily dark grey, but individuals have a variable amount of white on 

their pectoral fins and belly. This variation is so distinctive that the pigmentation pattern on the undersides of their 

"flukes" is used to identify individual whales, similar to a humans fingerprint. 

Humpback whales are the favorite of whale watchers, as they frequently perform aerial displays, such as 

breaching (jumping out of the water), or slap the surface with their pectoral fins, tails, or heads. 

In the summer, humpbacks are found in high latitude feeding grounds such as the Gulf of Maine in the Atlantic 

and Gulf of Alaska in the Pacific. In the winter, they migrate to calving grounds in subtropical or tropical waters 

  

 
Humpback Whale 

(Megaptera novaeangliae) 

Photo: NOAA 

  Did You Know? 

· Males sing complex songs, on 

wintering grounds in Hawaii, that can 

last up to 20 minutes and be heard 20 

miles (30 km) away! 

 

· In the Pacific, humpbacks migrate 

seasonally from Alaska to Hawaii--they 

can complete the 3,000 mile 

(4,830 km) trip in as few as 36 days! 
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such as the Dominican Republic in the Atlantic and the Hawaiian Islands in the Pacific. The Arabian Sea humpback, 

however, does not migrate, remaining in tropical waters all year. 

Humpback whales travel great distances during their seasonal migration, the farthest migration of any mammal. 

The longest recorded migration was 5,160 miles (8,300 km). This trek from Costa Rica to Antarctica was 

completed by seven animals, including a calf. One of the more closely studied routes is between Alaska and 

Hawaii, where humpbacks have been observed making the 3,000 mile (4,830 km) trip in as few as 36 days. 

During the summer months, humpbacks spend the majority of their time feeding and building up fat stores 

(blubber) that they will live off of during the winter. Humpbacks filter feed on tiny crustaceans (mostly krill), 

plankton, and small fish and can consume up to 3,000 pounds (1360 kg) of food per day. Several hunting 

methods involve using air bubbles to herd, corral, or disorient fish. One highly complex variant, called "bubble 

netting,"  is unique to humpbacks. This technique is often performed in groups with defined roles for 

distracting, scaring, and herding before whales lunge at prey corralled near the surface. 

In their wintering grounds, humpback whales congregate and engage in mating activities. Humpbacks are 

generally "polygynous" with males exhibiting competitive behavior on wintering grounds. Aggressive and 

antagonistic behaviors include chasing, vocal and bubble displays, horizontal tail thrashing, and rear body 

thrashing. Males within these groups also make physical contact; striking or surfacing on top of one another. 

These bouts can cause injuries ranging from bloody scrapes to, in one recorded instance, death. Also on wintering 

grounds, males sing complex songs that can last up to 20 minutes and be heard 20 miles (30 km) away. A male 

may sing for hours, repeating the song several times. All males in a population sing the same song, but that song 

continually evolves over time. Humpback whale singing has been studied for decades, but scientists still 

understand very little about its function. 

Gestation lasts for about 11 months. Newborns are 13 to 16 ft (4 to 5 m) long and grow quickly from the highly 

nutritious milk of their mothers. Weaning occurs between 6 and 10 months after birth. Mothers are protective and 

affectionate towards their calves, swimming close and frequently touching them with their flippers. Males do not 

provide parental support for calves. Breeding usually occurs once every two years, but sometimes occurs twice in 

three years.  

Habitat 

During migration, humpbacks stay near the surface of the ocean. 

While feeding and calving, humpbacks prefer shallow waters. During calving, humpbacks are usually found in the 

warmest waters available at that latitude. Calving grounds are commonly near offshore reef systems, islands, or 

continental shores. 

Humpback feeding grounds are in cold, productive coastal waters.  

Distribution 

Humpback whales live in all major oceans from the equator to sub-polar 

latitudes. 

In the western North Atlantic ocean, humpback whales feed during spring, 

summer, and fall over a range that encompasses the eastern coast of the 

United States (including the Gulf of Maine), the Gulf of St. Lawrence, 

Newfoundland/Labrador, and western Greenland. In winter, whales from the 

Gulf of Maine mate and calve primarily in the West Indies. Not all whales 

migrate to the West Indies every winter, and significant numbers of animals 

are found in mid- and high-latitude regions at this time. 

In the North Pacific, there are at least three separate populations: 

1. California/Oregon/Washington stock winters in coastal Central America and Mexico and migrates to areas 

ranging from the coast of California to southern British Columbia in summer/fall;  

2. Central North Pacific stock winters in the Hawaiian Islands and migrates to northern British Columbia/ 

Southeast Alaska and Prince William Sound west to Kodiak; and  

3. Western North Pacific stock winters near Japan and probably migrates to waters west of the Kodiak 

  

 
Humpback Whale Range Map 

(click for larger view PDF) 

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/concern/
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/esa/
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/esa/
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/criticalhabitat.htm
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/contact.htm
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/sitemap.htm
http://www.arkive.org/humpback-whale/megaptera-novaeangliae/video-08b.html
http://www.arkive.org/humpback-whale/megaptera-novaeangliae/video-08b.html
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm#polygamy
http://hawaiihumpbackwhale.noaa.gov/explore/humpback_whale.html#sounds
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/disclaimer.htm
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/rangemaps/humpbackwhale.pdf


Archipelago (the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands ) in summer/fall. There is some mixing between these 

populations, though they are still considered distinct stocks.  

In the Southern Hemisphere, the International Whaling Commission (IWC)  has designated seven major 

breeding stocks linked to seven major feeding areas. Most breeding areas for Southern Hemisphere humpbacks 

are at 20°S, although some are in the Northern Hemisphere, including areas along the west coast of Africa and 

Central America. In Costa Rica, there is overlap with Northern Hemisphere humpbacks geographically, but they 

are not there at the same time. All Southern Hemisphere humpbacks share feeding grounds in the Antarctic south 

of 40°S and between 120°E and 110°W. 

Population Trends 

Humpbacks are increasing in abundance in much of their range. 

In the Southern Hemisphere, humpback abundance prior to commercial exploitation is estimated at 100,000 

whales. Including illegal unreported Soviet whaling, there were an estimated 200,000 Southern Hemisphere 

humpback whales harvested from 1904-1980. The current Southern Hemisphere population may be over 25,000 

whales although we have little data on which to base this estimate. 

In the North Pacific, humpback abundance was estimated at fewer than 1,400 whales in 1966, after heavy 

commercial exploitation. The current abundance estimate for the North Pacific is about 20,000 whales. 

For the North Atlantic, the best available estimate is 11,570 whales. 

No current or historical abundance estimates are available for humpbacks in the Indian Ocean.  

While estimating humpback whale abundance is inherently difficult, the best estimates for minimum populations 

for the five stocks of humpback whales recognized in U.S. waters are: 

1. Gulf of Maine stock in the Atlantic Ocean - about 550  

2. Western North Pacific - about 365  

3. Central North Pacific (including the Southeast Alaska feeding area) - about 3,700  

4. California/Oregon/Washington - about 1,250  

5. American Samoa - about 150  

The Gulf of Maine, central North Pacific, and California/Oregon/Washington stocks seem to be increasing. 

There is not enough information to accurately assess population trends for the western North Pacific and American 

Samoa stocks. 

Threats 

Humpback whales face a series of threats including entanglement in fishing gear (bycatch), ship strikes, whale 

watch harassment, habitat impacts, and proposed harvest. 

Humpbacks can become entangled in fishing gear, either swimming off with the gear or becoming anchored. NOAA 

Fisheries has observed "incidental take" of humpback whales in the California/Oregon swordfish and thresher 

shark drift gillnet fishery. Potential entanglement from gear from several fisheries can occur on their long 

migration from Hawaii to Alaska. Humpbacks in Hawaii have been observed entangled in longline gear, crab pots, 

and other non-fishery-related lines. 

Inadvertent ship strikes can injure or kill humpbacks. NOAA Fisheries has verified mortality related to ship strikes 

in the Gulf of Maine and in southeastern Alaska. Ship strikes have also been reported in Hawaii. 

Whale watching vessels may stress or even strike whales. The Gulf of Maine stock is the focus of whale watching 

in New England from late spring to early fall, particularly within the Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary. 

The central North Pacific stock is the focus of a whale-watching industry on their wintering grounds in the 

Hawaiian Islands. The feeding aggregation in southeast Alaska is also the focus of a developing whale-watching 

industry that may impact whales in localized areas. 
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Shipping channels, fisheries, and aquaculture may occupy or destroy humpback whale aggregation areas. 

Recreational use of marine areas, including resort development and increased boat traffic, may displace whales 

that would normally use that area. In Hawaii, acoustic impacts from vessel operation, oceanographic research 

using active sonar, and military operations are also of increasing concern. 

While there is no current legal commercial harvest of humpback whales, there is interest by some countries to 

resume humpback harvest. Japan has proposed killing 50 humpback whales as part of its program of scientific 

research under special permit (scientific whaling) called JARPA II in the IWC management areas IV and V in the 

Antarctic . Also, Denmark recently proposed a hunt of 10 humpbacks a year off the coast of Greenland. Both of 

these proposed harvests have the potential to negatively impact recovery of humpback whales. 

Conservation Efforts 

The most recent conservation efforts by NOAA Fisheries and its partners are to: 

 Reduce bycatch in gillnet and trap/pot fisheries in the western North Atlantic through the Atlantic Large 

Whale Take Reduction Plan.  

 Implement marine mammal take reduction measures identified in the Pacific Offshore Cetacean Take 

Reduction Plan.  

 Mitigate ship strikes and respond to humpback whales in distress (see Alaska and Hawaii regulations).  

 Educate whale watch vessels and boat operators on practicing safe boating around whales.  

 Monitor humpbacks in U.S. waters via shipboard surveys and mark recapture studies.  

 Research humpback population structure and abundance including the Structure of Populations, Levels of 

Abundance, and Status of Humpbacks (SPLASH) and More North Atlantic Humpbacks (MoNAH) projects 

as well as work done at the Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary.  

In 1991, NOAA Fisheries published the humpback whale recovery plan [pdf]. 

Regulatory Overview 

In 1946, the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling regulated commercial whaling of humpback 

whales. In 1966, the International Whaling Commission prohibited commercial whaling of humpbacks. In June 

1970, humpback whales were designated as "endangered" under the Endangered Species Conservation Act 

(ESCA). In 1973, the Endangered Species Act (ESA) replaced the ESCA, and continued to list humpbacks as 

endangered. 

In 1972, humpbacks were provided additional protection under the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA), and 

were considered "depleted" in 1973. Under the MMPA, threats to humpbacks are mitigated by regulations 

implementing the Pacific Offshore Cetacean Take Reduction Plan and the Atlantic Large Whale Take Reduction 

Plan. 

Key Documents 

(All documents are in PDF format.) 

Title Federal 

Register 

Date 

NMFS Proposes to Issue a Permit for Incidental Take of the Central North Pacific 

Humpback Whales in Hawaii-based Longline Fisheries 

75 FR 8305 02/24/2010 

 Draft Negligible Impact Determination for Central North Pacific 

Humpback Whale  

    

Initiation of 5-year Status Review 74 FR 40568 08/12/2009 

Recovery Plan    11/1991 

 Draft Recovery Plan  55 FR 29646 07/20/1990 
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ESA Listing Rule 35 FR 18319 12/02/1970 

Regulations Governing the Approach to Humpback Whales in Alaska and Hawaii 50 CFR 224.103  n/a 

Stock Assessment Reports  n/a various 

 

More Information 

 Scientists Record New Sounds from Feeding Humpback Whales: August 2007  

 Humpback Whales in the Sacramento River, May 2007  

 NMFS National Marine Mammal Laboratory Humpback Whale Information and Research  

 Kids' Times: Humpback Whale [pdf]  

 NOAA's National Marine Sanctuaries  

 Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary 

--Humpback Whale Species Card with video  

 Channel Islands Sanctuary Humpback Whale Species Card with video  

 Cordell Bank Sanctuary Humpback Whale Species Card  

 Gray's Reef Sanctuary Humpback Whale Species Card with video  

 Gulf of the Farallones Sanctuary Humpback Whale Species Card  

 Monitor Sanctuary Humpback Whale Species Card with video  

 Northwestern Hawaiian Islands Sanctuary Humpback Whale Species Card with video  

 Olympic Coast Sanctuary Humpback Whale Species Card with video  

 NOAA Ocean Explorer Humpback Sounds  

 Sounds from Alaskan Humpback Whale from NOAA's Pacific Marine Environmental Laboratory  

 Marine Mammal Commission Humpback Whale Information  

 U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service Humpback Whale Species Profile  
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