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BLUE WHALE ECOLOGY AND CONSERVATION PROJECT
During the early 1900s, the blue whale became a principal target of the whaling indus-
try throughout the world. Approximately 330,000 - 360,000 blue whales were killed 
during the 20th century in the Antarctic alone and their populations were severely 
depleted to less than 3% or their original numbers. To date, Southern Hemisphere 
blue whales can still be considered amongst the most endangered (and least known) 
baleen whales. Clearly, the discovery and scientific monitoring of readily accessible 
aggregations of blue whales would allow us to turn around this situation by further 
understanding blue whale ecology and developing sound strategies for the conserva-
tion of these, the largest animals on Earth. Fortunately, this has actually been the case 
in southern Chile. During the development of this project, a Chilean scientist, Dr. Ro-
drigo Hucke-Gaete (from the Blue Whale Center (CBA)) made the recent discovery 
of one of the most exceptional blue whale feeding and nursing grounds known to date 
in the Southern Hemisphere.

The human aspect
Chile is a country with a long and heterogeneous shoreline, extending more than 4,000 
km in a straight line, including an entwined and broken coast in its southern part char-
acterized by a countless number of fjords and islands. Despite that a substantial pro-
portion of the Chilean population lives associated to the coast, there is a generalized 
lack of information regarding marine conservation issues in Chile. Thus, local inhabit-
ants are not generally aware of the problems that affect the environment they depend 
on and are uninformed about the myriad of services provided silently by marine eco-
systems. Bearing in mind that blue whales are a highly emblematic species, we expect 
to build up knowledge on these issues by using the blue whale as a “flag” species.

Threats
Human activities such as fishing, aquaculture, shipping traffic, military exercises and 
mega-projects, might affect the integrity, function and sustainability of this relatively 
pristine ecosystem, whether it be by direct contamination, pollution, spread of intro-
duced species, by-catch in fisheries or by the increase of maritime traffic in the area. 
The Blue Whale Project seeks to develop an integrated and effective conservation 
strategy for the blue whale population and the marine ecosystem they depend on.

Activities
The blue whales found in the waters off Chiloé Island and the Corcovado Gulf provide 
us with the opportunity of achieving further understanding on the ecology of the spe-
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PROJECT HIGHLIGHTS

Total area
Around 20,000 km2 of the wa-
ters surrounding Chiloé Island 
and the fjords and archipelagos 
of southern Chile (from 41°S to 
46°S).

Habitat
The Chiloé-Corcovado region in 
southern Chile is characterized 
by cold-temperate waters influ-
enced by the West Wind Drift 
of the Subantarctic Current. It 
corresponds to a highly produc-
tive coastal area and one of the 
largest estuarine-type systems 
of the world. In addition, the area 
includes unique archipelagic and 
fjord ecosystems which hold a 
significant and rather unknown 
marine biodiversity.
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cies due to their proximity to land. However, this unique occurrence also embraces 
additional problems for their conservation and also a great responsibility on trying to 
minimize those threats. Our main aim is to use the information obtained through sci-
entific research to promote the implementation of conservation actions that effectively 
protect this population and the marine ecosystem they depend on.

Efforts have focused on identifying blue whale seasonal occurrence and character-
istics of important blue whale habitat. In order to achieve this, and since 2003, we 
have undertaken numerous aerial and marine surveys (on board R/V Musculus) and 
used satellite-derived data on primary production (SeaWiFS) to produce a conceptual 
model of biological productivity of the area. We have started to characterize blue 
whale movements using satellite tags (a pioneer work in the Southern Hemisphere in 
association with Dr. Bruce Mate, OSU) and also look into individual association pat-
terns and relatedness between populations using photo-identification techniques and 
molecular genetics (in collaboration with Dr. Howard Rosenbaum, AMNH & WCS). 
To ensure that blue whale population recovery carries on, this project is addressing 
and monitoring human-induced conservation threats faced by blue whales in Chile 
and also identifying areas of overlap between human activities and critical ecologi-
cal aspects (i.e. habitat requirements and feeding ecology) through the use of a Geo-
graphic Information System (GIS) jointly with WCS and WWF. Another important 
aspect of the project is focused on public outreach within the local community and at 
a national level. We have produced posters and presented talks to all junior and middle 
school students of Melinka together with establishing strong relations with commu-
nity leaders.

Important next steps
• Continue developing and building up the science program and expand datasets need-
ed to characterize blue whale ecology and the human influence on the area.
• Develop platforms of communication and collaboration between scientists, govern-
mental authorities, non-governmental organizations, stakeholders and local inhabit-
ants.
• Develop and implement strategic conservation actions aimed at protecting ecosys-
tem integrity in general and blue whales in particular.
• Propose a management scenario that includes the establishment of a multiple-use 
Marine Protected Area, the eco-certification of productive activities operating in the 
region, multi-level educational programs, law enforcement and future regulated eco-
tourism activities.

With this multidisciplinary approach we expect to generate the opportunity for devel-
oping an action plan that will benefit blue whales, the marine ecosystem, productive 
activities and local inhabitants as a whole and ensure the long-term conservation im-
pact of the project.

Wildlife present
Marine Mammals: humpback 
whale, sei whale, sperm whale, 
orca, Risso’s dolphin, Peale’s 
dolphin, dusky dolphin, Chilean 
dolphin, southern right whale 
dolphin, bottlenose dolphin, 
South American sea lion, South 
American fur seal, among oth-
ers. 

Seabirds: black-browed alba-
tross, sooty shearwater, Mag-
ellanic penguin, cormorants, 
Magellanic diving-petrel, among 
others.

Partners
World Wildlife Fund (WWF)
Wildlife Conservation Society 
(WCS)
Natural Resources Defense 
Council (NRDC)
Avina foundation (AVINA)
Whale & Dolphin Conservation 
Society (WDCS)
Universidad Austral de Chile 
(UACH)
Corporación Nacional del 
Medio Ambiente – Chile 
(CONAMA)
American Museum of Natural 
History (AMNH)
Oregon State University (OSU)

Contacts
For more information, check
www.ballenazul.org
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The Chiloé-Corcovado 
region can be regard-
ed as one of the most 
important blue whale 
feeding and nursing 
grounds identified to 
date in the Southern 
Hemisphere.
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