
Dwarf minke whale
Dwarf minke whales are the smallest of the 
minke whales and have only been seen in the 
southern hemisphere. These inquisitive whales 
have the most complex colour patterns of any 
baleen whale, which researchers can use to 
identify individuals. The dwarf minke whales 
found in the Great Barrier Reef produce very 
distinctive sounds, including grunts, moans, 
belches and the “star wars” call, which 
resembles a laser-gun sound effect.  

KEY FACTS

Length up to 8m

Weight approximately 5-6 tonnes

Mating season June-July 

 Calving season probably May-June

Status under Australian 
Federal law Migratory

Why we love dwarf minke whales – they gather in the northern 
Great Barrier Reef each winter and are incredibly curious, 
often closely approaching boats, snorkelers and divers.  
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What do they look like?

Dwarf minkes are fairly small whales with 
a tall dorsal fin about three quarters of the 
way down the back and a sharp pointed 
snout. Minke whales have a grey body with 
dark grey fields on their back and sides and 
dwarf minke whales can be distinguished 
from their northern hemisphere cousins by 
their flipper colour, which is mostly white, 
especially at the base, dark towards the 
tip and with a distinct white blaze around 
the shoulder. Also unlike northern minke 
whales, the dwarf minke whale has a large 
dark patch that extends all way to the 
throat. This can be seen very clearly 
if the whale turns over, exposing the 
underside of its body. Interestingly,  
female dwarf minke whales are typically 
larger than the males. 

What’s their lifecycle?

During the winter months, dwarf minke 

whales can be found in the northern Great 
Barrier Reef (GBR) where it is thought 
they gather to socialise and breed. There 
are still many mysteries about dwarf 
minkes, including how many there are and 
where they give birth. In 2013 scientists 
discovered that once leaving the GBR, 
these whales migrate down the east coast of 
Australia, around Tasmania and deep into 
sub-Antarctic waters; an epic journey!

Minke whales, belong to a group called 
baleen whales that don’t have teeth. 
Instead, they have hundreds of baleen 
plates, which hang from the upper jaw.  
When minke whales are feeding, the many 
grooves on the whale’s throat allow it to 
open its mouth widely and ocean water 
floods in. The baleen plates act like a sieve, 
allowing ocean water out but trapping tiny 
sea creatures in the whale’s mouth, which 
are then swallowed.

What threats do they face?

In the past, dwarf minke whales have been 
killed by whalers in Antarctica.  Although 
today Japanese whaling targets Antarctic 
minke whales in the Southern Ocean, 
dwarf minke whales may also be at risk 
from the whalers’ harpoons.

Collisions with boats, known as ‘ship 
strikes’, are also a threat to dwarf minke 
whales in the busy shipping lanes of the 
GBR. Ship strikes can severely injure 
whales or can even be fatal. 

During their migration along Australia’s 
east coast, dwarf minke whales also face 
the danger of becoming entangled in 
fishing gear and other marine debris. 
Entanglements are very serious for whales 
as they can impair their ability to breathe, 
swim and feed or wounds can become 
infected, leading to a prolonged and 
painful death.
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Where can I see them?
A small population of dwarf minke whales in the northern Great Barrier Reef is incredibly inquisitive, often closely 
approaching boats and snorkelers. This behaviour has made these whales a major tourist attraction and they are most 
commonly encountered around the Agincourt and Ribbon Reefs area between May and August (with 90% of  
sightings in June - July), making this the most reliable area to see dwarf minke whales in the world. 
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