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A sanctuary since 1979 
In 1979, The International Whaling Commission declared the Indian Ocean (north of 
55°S) a sanctuary.     The sanctuary, which has already been reviewed twice by the 
IWC, is up for review at the next meeting of the IWC in May 2002 in Japan, where it 
would require a three quarters majority for it to be overturned. 
 
 
But will it survive? 
The Sanctuary needs YOUR help.  Japan is at present mobilizing opposition to whale 
conservation measures in the run-up to the IWC, which will be held in Shimonoseki, a 
whalers’ port in Japan.  The Indian Ocean Sanctuary is just one of many of Japan’s 
targets for that meeting.  
 
 
Indian Ocean whales. 
From the unusual pygmy blue whales off the West coast of Sri Lanka, to the 
humpback whales off the South Coast of Oman, the Indian Ocean is an important area 
for cetaceans, large and small.  Unlike the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, the Indian 
Ocean has a Northern coastline, which prevents the migration of whales to Arctic 
waters and may have lead to the evolution of unique populations of whales. 



 

 

 
 
Indian Ocean Whaling 
 Though many populations of whales were devastated by commercial whaling, most 
survive and the Sanctuary provides a long-term opportunity for their eventual 
recovery.  The most remarkable story is that of  Oman’s humpback whales, which, 
unknown to the world, were almost wiped out by illegal Soviet whalers in the 1960s.  
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, efforts were made to document the illegal 
whaling of the Soviets, involving several of the scientists who were present on the 
whaling ships at the time.  It is now clear that Oman’s humpback whales survived – 
but only just. 
 
In the 19th Century, whalers took large numbers of sperm whales – sadly, almost 
exterminating them from some areas, such as around the Seychelles, the country 
responsible for the original sanctuary proposal. 
 
For many years the IWC's ban on factory ship whaling for baleen whales north of 
40°S gave partial protection for whales in the Indian  Ocean, but as whales in the 
Antarctic became scarcer,  Japanese scouting vessels began to prospect in the Indian 
Ocean.  Between 1977-79, Japan caught hundreds of Bryde's whales in the Indian 
Ocean for supposedly scientific purposes, and repeatedly tried to have the restrictions 
on factory ship whaling lifted, until the Sanctuary came into effect in 1979.  Plans to 
establish land-based whaling stations in Indian Ocean countries were shelved when 
the Sanctuary was adopted. 
 
From the 1960's until 1978, thousands of sei whales were taken by factory ships in the 
Indian Ocean Sanctuary area near the southern boundary at 55°S.   
 
The fleets of the USSR in the 1970's also took thousands of sperm whales, including 
females and family groups, in the Indian Ocean north of 40°S until the Sanctuary 
came into effect in 1979. 
 
 
Research in the Sanctuary 
The Sanctuary has stimulated a great deal of research over the years.  Following an 
IFAW-funded aerial whale survey,  WWF funded a project to study sperm whales 
using a small sailing boat.  The research methods developed during that project, which 
involved acoustic and photo-identification work have since been used in all oceans of 
the world.  Since then work has been conducted in many Indian Ocean states.  A book 
published by UNEP in 1993 details the research done during the 1980s.  Research 
since has been published in a variety of scientific journals. 
 
 
Supported by the Indian Ocean range states 
In 1979, the Seychelles, which proposed the Sanctuary, came with messages of 
support from many Indian Ocean range states, which were not then members of the 
IWC.  India, Kenya, Sri Lanka and Mauritius are mentioned in the Seychelles 
proposal.  During the meeting the Seychelles spoke of others that indicated support  -  
Somalia, Tanzania and Bangladesh. 



 

 

 
Most recently, the Nairobi Convention, at its third Conference of the Parties, hosted in 
Maputo 5-7 December 2001 pledged its support for the Sanctuary.  The meeting  
“Reaffirm(ed) the need to maintain the status of the Indian Ocean as a sanctuary for 
the protection of endangered marine mammals of the convention region…”.  The 
Nairobi Convention is under the auspices of  UNEP and is the Convention for the 
Protection, Management and Development of the Marine and Coastal Environment in 
the Eastern African Region.  Comoros, France (Reunion), Kenya, Madagascar, 
Mauritius, Mozambique, Seychelles, Somalia, South Africa and Tanzania are 
members. 
 
 
Special support from the USA and France 
The USA and France seconded the 1979 proposal by Seychelles.   France remains 
firmly behind the concept of sanctuaries and sponsored a proposal for a sanctuary in 
the Southern Ocean, which was adopted by the IWC in 1994. 
 
 
The Indian Ocean Sanctuary Since 1979 
Although there was some opposition in 1979, only three countries voted against the 
Sanctuary and in the two subsequent reviews there was consensus within the IWC.  Of 
the three who voted against (USSR, Japan and Korea), none are range states to the 
Sanctuary.   Japan now argues against sanctuaries as contrary to the IWC Convention.  
However, Japan accepted, in principle, the 1994 decision to declare the Southern 
Ocean a sanctuary by only objecting to the inclusion of minke whales in the decision 
and did not file an objection to the Indian Ocean Sanctuary. 
 
The Sanctuary was adopted for an initial ten-year period with the provision for a 
general review after five years.  In 1989 the Sanctuary was extended for three years 
and in 1992 the Sanctuary was extended indefinitely, but with a review in 2002.  Both 
the 1989 and the 1992 decisions were by consensus.  
 
Japan did not file a formal objection to the initial decision and therefore is bound by 
it.  Japan also remained part of the consensus for the 1989 renewal and the 1992 
decision that the Sanctuary be adopted indefinitely. 
 
 
The IWC and Sanctuaries 
The IWC is the global body responsible for the conservation of whales and the 
regulation of whaling.   The IWC has over 40 members, though some are behind with 
their annual dues and therefore cannot vote.  Article V of the IWC Convention allows 
the IWC to designate sanctuary areas. 
 
The Southern Ocean, consisting of most of the waters South of 40°S, was declared a 
sanctuary by the IWC in 1994.  The Indian and Southern Ocean sanctuaries are 
contiguous.  One of the arguments in favour of the Southern Ocean Sanctuary was to 
protect the Indian Ocean’s whales when they migrated south to feed in the waters 
around the Antarctic. 
 



 

 

Japan has chosen not to respect the intent of IWC conservation decisions.  Thus, 
despite the adoption of the moratorium on commercial whaling, and the creation of 
the Southern Ocean Sanctuary, it continues to kill up to six hundred whales each year 
under the guise of science.  Most of these whales are killed in the Southern Ocean, 
some of which are believed to migrate North into the Indian Ocean in winter. 
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