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1 ð Cetacean Bycatch and the IWC

Ʒ At the 2003 meeting of the International Whaling 
Commission Scientiýc Committee, scientists from the 
U.S. and the U.K. estimated global cetacean bycatch (the 
entanglement of cetaceans in ýshing gear) at more than 
300,000 mortalities annually.  Although it has sometimes 
been difýcult to draw attention to the magnitude of the 
problem, as an issue of population management and 
conservation, there is no intrinsic difference between 
bycatch and whaling.  Both remove animals permanently 
from the wild population, and both require international 
action.  For some populations that were the subject of 
whaling in the past, bycatch has simply replaced whaling 
as a mortality factor.  

Ʒ Of the worldôs 86 currently recognized species of 
cetaceans, the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 
classiýes six species or populations as Critically 
Endangered, and at least one of these, the baiji, is in 
immediate danger of becoming the ýrst cetacean species 
whose extinction was caused by humans.  Another nine 
are considered Endangered.  Of these ýfteen, nine are 
threatened by ýsheries bycatch.

Ʒ The World Conservation Union (IUCN) recognizes 
bycatch as one of the greatest threats to the survival of 
cetacean populations.  Of the 57 research or education 
projects proposed as priorities in the IUCN Conservation 
Action Plan for the Worldôs Cetaceans, at least 20 relate 
to bycatch, and more than half of the total are driven 
by concerns arising from the depletion of cetacean 
populations as a result of bycatch.  

Ʒ Bycatch threatens both large whales and small 
cetaceans (dolphins and porpoises).  Many populations 
of small cetaceans subject to bycatch inhabit the high 
seas beyond any coastal stateôs jurisdiction, or are trans-
boundary stocks that require international cooperative 
management, yet international conservation of dolphins, 
porpoises, and other small cetaceans has received 
relatively little attention at the global level.

BYCATCH IN FISHING OPERATIONS:
THE GREATEST GLOBAL THREAT TO CETACEANS

Humpback whale, Megaptera novaeangliae, male 
with tail trapped in net, and unable to swim.
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Cetacean Bycatch and the IWC ð 2

Cetacean bycatch is a worldwide problem, and is not limited to one ocean or a single ýshing industry.  Unfortunately 
we are likely to ýnd this list growing in the near future, since some ýshing methods and gears, such as pelagic trawl 

operations and many artisanal ýsheries, have yet to be adequately analyzed for their impact on cetacean populations.  
Examples of cetacean species at risk from bycatch span the globe --

South Paciýc:  
Cephalorhynchus hectori maui, or Mauiôs dolphin:
Ʒ Extinction predicted within the next few decades unless gillnet ýshing was substantially reduced; gillnetting now curtailed, but 

threats from illegal nets and trawling remain.  
Ʒ Population numbers fewer than 100 animals.  

North America:
Eubalaena glacialis, the North Atlantic right whale: 
Ʒ One of the most endangered of all the large whales.
Ʒ Threats include entanglement in gillnets and lobster gear, and ship strikes.  
Ʒ Only 300 to 350 individuals still exist; no sustained population growth apparent despite almost seven decades of protection.   
Ʒ Many scientists believe them to be critically endangered.

Phocoena sinus, the vaquita:  
Ʒ Endemic to upper Gulf of California, Mexico.   
Ʒ Population currently thought to number fewer than 600 and still declining.  
Ʒ Killed in gillnets and trawl nets used in both artisanal and commercial ýshing. 

SPECIES AND POPULATIONS AT RISK 
FROM BYCATCH

Hectorôs dolphin, Cephalorhynchus hectori, injured 
by entanglement in nylon ýshing.
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