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Current Right
Whale Conservation
Efforts

You can help protect whales
and their marine habitats

  Operate safely around whales and other marine
mammals.  U.S. federal law requires a 500 yard
buffer zone around right whales. (50 CFR Part
224.103)

  Never throw trash into the ocean – dispose of it
properly.  Plastics can kill wildlife, including whales.
(MARPOL* Annex  V; 33 CFR 151)

  Never release poisonous or toxic substances.  These
can harm whales, fish, plankton and corals. (MARPOL
Annexes I and II; 33 CFR 151 and 40 CFR 117)

  Support conservation, research and education
initiatives.

  Participate in the Mandatory Ship Reporting Scheme

 Canada
The Canadian government has established Conservation Areas
for right whales in the Grand Manan Basin and Roseway Basin.
Ships operating in these areas from June to November are
asked to follow seasonal guidelines to decrease the possibility
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  Adult right whales are 44 to 55 feet long and weigh
up to 80 tons.  Females are slightly larger than males.

  Right whale habitat is found throughout the
continental shelf of the east coast of North America.

  Blubber makes up about 40 percent of their body
weight.  Right whales spend long periods of time on
the surface, resting, socializing and feeding.

  Right whales may be unaware of vessels, particularly
when feeding and socializing and so may not move
out of the way of oncoming vessels.

  They often aggregate in groups that may be dispersed
over an area of several miles.

  Their direction of movement may be unpredictable.

T

Right Whale
Characteristics

Collisions with vessels and entanglements in fishing
gear now pose the most significant threats to the
recovery of the species.  Right whales are currently
listed as endangered under the Endangered Species
Act and are also protected by the Marine Mammal
Protection Act in the United States and the Marine
Mammal Regulations of the Fisheries Act in Canada.

                 Secretariat - Massachusetts (1997-98)
Coastal Zone Management
100 Cambridge Street, Room 2006
Boston, MA 02202-0021  •  617-727-9530
http://gulfofmaine.unh.edu/cme.html

R ight whales are listed as an endangered
 species in the U.S. and in Canada.  There

are two federally mandated Implementation
Teams coordinating right whale recovery efforts
under the authority of the Endangered Species
Act.  A Mandatory Ship Reporting scheme was
introduced in 1999 to inform mariners of right
whale locations.  In addition, the National
Marine Fisheries Service has designated three of
the right whales’ seasonal feeding and calving areas as critical
habitats that are essential to the whales’ continued survival.
In Canada, Marine Mammal Regulations, pursuant to the
Fisheries Act, address marine mammal issues.
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Mandatory Ship Reporting System
Since 1999, federal law has required mariners of large
commercial vessels to report into a Mandatory Ship Report-
ing System as they enter two critical habitat areas:  one off
Massachusetts which operates year round and one off
Georgia and Florida which operates from 15 November to
15 April.  Ships over 300 gross tons or more are required to
report their vessel name, call sign, course, speed, location,
destination and route.  In return, mariners receive a reply
message which has positions of recent right whale sightings,
avoidance procedures which may prevent a collision and lists
additional sources for right whale information such as
NAVTEX,  INMARSAT C Safety Net, US Coast Pilots and
Notice to Mariners.

of collisions.  For more information, contact the Department
of Fisheries and Oceans, Maritime Aquatic Species at Risk
Office (902) 426-6947.

www.rightwhales.org
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        he North Atlantic right whale
        (Eubalaena glacialis) is one of
        the world’s most endangered
whales.  Centuries of uncontrolled
whaling have pushed this species to
the brink of extinction.  They were
once considered to be the “right”
whale to hunt because of their
coastal distribution, surface feeding
habits, slow swimming speed and
the fact that they float when dead.
Despite over 60 years of protection,
the population still numbers only
around 300 individuals.

*International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships

The publication of this brochure has been made possible through grants and donations from the Massachusetts Port Authority
and the following organizations:

NOAA, National Marine Fisheries Service
One Blackburn Drive
Gloucester, MA 01930
978-281-9300



Behavior

Individual Identification

 Migration
Right whales are slow swimmers, seldom swimming faster
than five knots.

Much of the population appears to migrate seasonally.  Right
whales are found in Cape Cod Bay (peak season: January to

April), the Great South Channel (peak season: March to June),
Stellwagen Bank (peak season: July to September), Jeffreys Ledge
(peak season: July to mid-December), the Grand Manan Basin
(peak season: June to November), and Roseway Basin (peak
season: June to November).  Most right whales are born in the
coastal waters of Georgia and Florida.  A small portion of the
population, mainly the pregnant females and their newborn
calves, are found in this area from December to March.  The
location of the wintering grounds of the remainder of the
population is unknown.

  Blows
Whales breathe air through their blowholes.  The
blowhole opens when the whale surfaces and closes
when it submerges.  Whales usually take about one to
two breaths per minute while swimming at the
surface.  Each breath is about two seconds long, but
whales absorb more oxygen than other mammals by
storing it in their muscles.

When whales breathe out, the condensation in their
respiratory passages forms a mist cloud called a blow.
On a clear day a blow can be seen or heard from over
a mile away.  A right whale’s blow forms a distinctive V shape
due to it’s separate blowholes.

 Social Behavior
Right whales show distinctive social behaviors – nuzzling,
bumping and rubbing against each other.  They vocalize
underwater using moans and pulsed calls.  They are known
to be especially vocal during
periods of sexual and social
activity.  Surface behavior
also includes displays of
breaching, when a whale
leaps out of the water, often
clearing the surface with
two thirds of its body or
more and then splashes
down on its back or side,
and tail and flipper slapping
on the surface of the water.

 Feeding
The right whale is a baleen whale.  Baleen, a series of slightly
flexible vertical plates with a fringed edge, hangs from the inside
of the upper jaw in closely packed layers up to seven feet long.
Right whales are highly specialized feeders who prey on
copepods, tiny crustaceans about the size of a grain of rice.
Right whales swim into dense swarms of these crustaceans with
their mouths open, trapping the food in the fine strands of
baleen.  A single whale can eat several tons of krill a day.

In some areas (e.g. near Cape Cod) right whales may engage
in a unique practice known as skim feeding.  They swim slowly
at the surface with their mouths open, skimming plankton
from the surface of the water.  It is believed that whales do this
only where plankton occurs in extremely high concentrations.

 Reproduction
The average age at which females have their first calf is 9
years. Adults probably mate from October through December.
The average interval between calves has increased in recent
years from 3.3 to 5.4 years.  The gestation period is thought
to be about 13 months and calves are born during the winter
along the coasts of Florida and Georgia.  The calf is born tail
first, and is gently nudged to the surface to take its first breath.
Calves are about 14 feet long at birth, weigh about 2000
pounds, and suckle for 10 to 12 months.

Right whales are black but some animals have patches of white
on their throats and bellies.  They lack a dorsal fin and have a
narrow upper jaw and a broader, curved lower jaw; broad,
paddle-shaped flippers; and deeply notched tail flukes.

The patterns formed by callosities on the whales’ heads are used
to identify individuals.  Callosities are patches of raised and
roughened skin that appear yellow or grey due to small parasitic
crustaceans.  Characteristic scars and coloration also aid in
identification.  The New England Aquarium maintains a photo
identification catalog of individual right whales in the western
North Atlantic Ocean.

Threats to
Right Whale Recovery

The same characteristics that made the right whales easy to
hunt — their slow speed and surface habits — also make them
vulnerable to other human threats.

Research and
Conservation Projects

Each year, right whales are
observed suffering from life-
threatening entanglements in
fishing gear. Efforts to release these
whales are led by a team from the

CCS, under NMFS authority, and with assistance from the Coast
Guard, local fishermen and other researchers.  Using Coast Guard
helicopters, special equipment caches and other donated
resources, the team can travel up to 100 miles offshore to track
and free entangled whales.

Saving Whales
from
Entanglement
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For the past 20 or so years, right whales have been the focus of
an intensive research program along the east coast of the United
States and Canada, studying distribution, abundance, movement
and genetics.  A consortium that includes researchers from the
Canadian Whale Institute (Ontario), the Center for Coastal
Studies (MA), East Coast Ecosystems (Nova Scotia), the
International Fund for Animal Welfare (MA), Trent University
(Ontario), the New England Aquarium (MA), the University of
Rhode Island (RI), and Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution
(MA) has been working to monitor the population status, identify
sources of mortalities and develop ways to reduce the effects of
human activities on this extremely rare population.

By increasing the understanding of right whale biology, behavior
and distribution, these organizations are hoping to minimize the
threats to right whales from ship strikes and entanglements.

 Vessel Collisions
Right whales may be found resting, socializing or feeding at or
near the surface in areas of high vessel density. Busy coastal waters
and designated navigation routes overlap areas of important right
whale habitats. Collisions with vessels are a major cause of right
whale mortality. Of 56 whales categorized as seriously injured
between 1970 and 1999, 25 (over 44%) were from ship strikes
and at least 16 of these injuries were fatal. Collisions account for
almost half of all serious injuries to right whales. Scientists believe
that these figures represent only a proportion of the total number
of whales struck since many whales that die drift out to sea never
to be found.

 Entanglements in Fishing Gear
When whales and other marine mammals become entangled
in fishing gear, they may not be able to feed or may be held
underwater by the nets, unable to breathe.  Of 56 whales
categorized as seriously injured between 1970 and 1999, 31
(over 55%) were due to entanglements, at least 3 were fatal, with
an additional 8 possibly fatal. Photographs show that over 60% of
catalogued right whales have scars and injuries resulting from
entanglements.

 Ecosystem Changes
General degredation of costal marine habitats may also
be a factor affecting the whales' recovery.  Untreated
sewage and wastewater, silt, gas, oil and other pollutants
in the ocean can affect the whales’ health directly,
and may also have an impact on the populations of
crustaceans they feed on.  Toxins in the crustaceans can
build up in the tissues of whales in a process called
bioaccumulation.  Ship traffic and other operations may
also disturb the whales and interfere with their
communication.

Declining Reproductive Success
The number of calves produced in the North Atlantic
right whale population is variable, but since 1990 it has
been about half that expected from comparisons with a
closely related species, the southern right whale. There
has been an increase in the interval between calves, a
decline in the survival of calving females over time, and
the rate of population increase is much lower than that
of the southern right whale. This could be the result of
many factors including genetics (small gene pool),
environmental contaminants, disturbance, nutritional
stress and infectious disease.
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