
Protecting the  
Western Gray Whales’ 
Fragile Habitat
The problem:
The future of the Western Gray whale hangs in the 
balance, with fewer than 30 breeding-age females left 
in the world’s oceans. If this small number of females is 
lost, then the species will vanish forever. 
But although the plight of the Western Gray whale is 
well known, the governments and oil companies of the 
world seem oblivious and are offering no protection. 
President Putin recently took part in a publicity 
stunt firing arrows at a Western Gray whale to collect 
skin samples. Meanwhile Russia’s top oil company is 
conducting seismic surveys in the region, blasting the 
delicate environment with intense underwater sound. 
Officially the survey is meant to keep a 2.5km distance 
from any whales, but limited visibility means in reality 
the scientists will have no way of knowing where 
the whales are, and will be sending out deadly noise 
pollution with impunity. The timing is catastrophic 
for Western Gray whales, as the survey is taking place 
in their short feeding season when they have to build 
up enough fat to store for the entire year. 

How you can help:
GET INVOLVED  Take your friends and family 
on a whale watch to see just how magnificent these 
animals can be in the wild. 

DONATE  Your gift could help us campaign against 
other seismic surveys that are harmful to the Western 
Gray whale. To donate go to www.ifaw.org/donate or call 
us on 1-800-932-4329

Our solution:
IFAW has been researching and protecting Western 
Gray whales for 12 years, and is the only independent 
organization on Sakhalin during each summer feeding 
season. Because we aren’t beholden to the oil and gas 
industry, we can publish impartial scientific research to 
urge the international community to protect the few 
surviving Western Gray whales. 
In these fragile northern waters, any oil spill would 
be catastrophic for these whales. To date we have 
successfully protected Western Gray whales from oil and 
gas exploration by preventing pipelines from scarring the 
ocean floor near Sakhalin. In April 2009 our research 
and lobbying stopped a seismic survey by Shell and other 
oil companies. We also stopped an oil delivery pipeline 
from being placed directly in the path of feeding whales. 
Our constant presence at Sakhalin means we can host 
journalists from several 
countries, showing them 
the plight of the Western 
Gray whale and encouraging 
support. We also work to 
protect whales through 
international law, joining 
forces with the International 
Whaling Commission (IWC) 
to lobby for legislation where 
it’s needed. 
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ur solution:

FAST FACTS  Western Gray whales 
are the rarest whales in the world, with only 120 
individuals alive in the wild. 
 Less than 30 of the remaining Western Gray whales are breeding-age females.
 The only known feeding ground for the Western 
Gray whale is the cold waters that lie off Russia’s 
Sakhalin Island.
 Oil companies are looking to conduct seismic surveys in the Sakhalin region.
 Seismic and sonic pollution can greatly disorientate whales, leading to mass beachings.
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