
Southern Right Whale

Southern right whales are one of the most  
commonly seen whales in Australian waters.
Their name arises from the unfortunate fact that 
as slow swimmers, which are easy to approach 
and float when dead, they were considered the 
‘right’ whales to hunt. They were hunted  
extensively in the 19th century and populations 
around Australia were drastically reduced.  
Today, southern right whales are slowly 
recovering in southwest Australian waters, but 
those found in the southeast are still struggling 
to recover from the impacts of whaling.  

KEY FACTS

Length up to 17.5m

Weight up to 80,000kg

Mating season July to August

 Calving season June to August

Status under Australian 
Federal law Endangered, migratory

Why we love southern right whales – this acrobatic whale 
sometimes raises its tail into the air like a sail to catch the wind! 
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What do they look like?
Southern right whales have dark, rotund 
bodies, often with a streak of white on  
the underside. Their enormous heads,  
measuring up to a quarter of the total  
body length, are patterned with white 
or yellow patches. These patches, known 
as callosities, are roughened areas of 
skin colonised by tiny whale lice called  
cyamids. The pattern of callosities is  
unique to each southern right whale, 
making it a useful way to identify  
individuals. When trying to spot southern 
right whales, look out for the spray from 
the whale’s blowhole which forms a  
distinctive ‘V’-shape reaching up to  
5 metres high. 

What’s their lifecycle?
During the summer months, Australian 
southern right whales can be found in 

the deep waters around Antarctica where 
they feed on plankton by filtering water 
through their baleen, trapping the tiny 
sea creatures in their fine, bristle-like 
baleen fibres. 

At the end of summer, southern right 
whales migrate north to the coastal  
waters of Australia, where females give 
birth in the shallower, warmer waters.  
After spending about 3 months in the  
nursery grounds, the whales return to  
their feeding areas.

Southern right whales typically give birth 
every 3 years, after a gestation period of  
12 months. Remarkably, females appear 
to favour a particular nursery ground, and 
have been found to return to the same  
location to give birth and nurse their 
young. About one-third of all southern 
right whales in Australia are born in shallow 

coastal waters of the Great Australian Bight.

What threats do they face?
Today, the greatest threats to southern 
right whales are collision with boats, also 
known as ‘ship strikes’, and entanglement 
in fishing lines, ropes and nets. Ship strikes 
can fatally injure southern right whales, 
while entanglement may impair their 
ability to breath, swim and feed or wounds 
can become infected, leading to death over 
a prolonged period. 

Ocean noise pollution is also of concern  
for southern right whales. Noise from  
activities such as shipping, mining,  
dredging, and seismic testing undertaken 
by oil and gas companies, may deter  
southern right whales from areas where 
they need to raise their young or disrupt 
their communication.
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Where can I see them?
Southern right whales are most often seen around southern Australia between May and October, when they come to 
shallow coastal waters to calve and mate.


