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Whale watching: a future for whales?

Introduction

Whale watching is booming. Hundreds of thousands of tourists each year are
now willing to pay for the privilege of seeing whales, dolphins and porpoises
from boats, planes and from the land. But whale watching gives more than
just pleasure. Whale watching now brings money into local economies,
provides important scientific data, educates the public about conservation
and is a viable alternative to whaling. 

From whaling…

Whales have fascinated humans for thousands of years. They form an
integral part of the legends of many indigenous people who both relied on
them for food and worshipped them.

By the 11th Century, whaling had become a commercial enterprise. Spanish
whalers were later joined by whaling fleets from Holland, England and the
American colonies. However, whaling reached unsustainable proportions by
the 19th century. Explosive harpoon-grenades and factory ships made it
possible to catch more whales in four decades of the 19th century than in the
previous four centuries.

By the 20th century many whale populations were seriously depleted.
Although the International Whaling Commission (IWC), an international body
for the regulation and control of whaling, issued a global moratorium on
commercial whaling in 1986, whales are still being caught commercially.
Japan continues to catch hundreds of whales annually (many in the Southern
Ocean, designated by the member states as an IWC whale sanctuary),
exploiting a loophole for ‘scientific research’, and sells the meat commercially
in Japan. Norway conducts an openly commercial hunt under a legal
objection to the moratorium.

To whale watching…

Watching whales can be a breath-taking experience. But it is also a way
to educate people about whales and conservation in general. Whale
watching guides also provide vital observation data on whales and whale
behaviour and contribute to whale research. Most importantly of all,
perhaps, whale watching is a commercially viable business and offers a
real alternative to whaling. It can give local communities new life through
jobs in whale watching ventures and in related tourism businesses such
as restaurants, shops, hotels and guesthouses.
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Whale watching numbers

Until the 1980s, only a few thousand people went whale watching. Their numbers had
increased, however, to four million by 1991. By the end of the century, there were more
than nine million whale watchers worldwide with 87 countries offering whale watching
tours, and about 500 communities and cities involved in whale watching programmes.
More than one billion US$ a year is now generated by commercial whale watching. 

Taiwan, Spain, Italy and Japan have all seen major increases in whale watching. But
Iceland has seen the biggest increase in whale watching visitors in recent years. Whale
watching is Iceland’s fastest-growing tourism sector. In 2001, 60,500 tourists went whale
watching from 10 locations around Iceland. In 2002, that number had grown to around
65,000 tourists. By 2010, numbers are predicted to exceed 100,000. The boom in whale
watching generated around $8 million for the Icelandic economy in 2002. 

Iceland: whaling or whalewatching?

Although whaling has been banned in Iceland since 1985, the whaling lobby is powerful. In
March 2003, the Icelandic Government announced plans to take 100 minkes, 100 fin
whales, and 50 endangered sei whales a year for the next two years. They claim they
want to catch them for research, which is allowed by the International Whaling
Commission.

But whale watching companies and the tourism industry as a whole believe that a
resumption in whaling would be bad news for the burgeoning whale-watching industry.
The Icelandic Tourist Industry Association, whose members represent about 80 per cent of
Iceland’s turnover from tourism, agrees that whaling is bad for business. They have issued
a statement saying that: “Whale watching has become one of the most popular tourist
activities in Iceland, providing considerable income for the economy, as well as creating a
very positive image for Iceland.” It added that to resume whaling, while governments in
countries from which many tourists come do not recognise Iceland’s right to hunt whales,
would cause great damage to the Icelandic tourism industry.

Whale watching: where and what to see in the Arctic

You can watch whales in many parts of the world. The Arctic is one of the best. 

• Norway’s whale watching season runs from May to January. You can see sperm
whale, minke whale, fin whale, killer whale, pilot whale, and occasionally
humpback whale.

• Iceland’s season runs from May to September and you can see minke whale,
humpback whale, fin whale, blue whale, killer whale, Atlantic white-sided dolphin,
Atlantic white beaked dolphins, harbour porpoises, and occasionally sei whale,
sperm whale, pilot whale.

• In Greenland, the season runs from July to September and you can see fin whale,
killer whale, minke whale, humpback whale, beluga, narwhal and harbour porpoise.

• Canada’s whale watching season runs from June to August. You can see
bowhead, narwhal, beluga, fin whale, minke whale, killer whale, gray whale,
humpback whale, pilot whale, Dall’s porpoise, Northern Right Pacific white-sided
dolphin, Atlantic white-sided dolphin, white beaked dolphin, harbour porpoise and
occasionally blue whale.
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• In Alaska, the season runs from June to August and you can see fin whale,
humpback whale, killer whale, gray whale and minke whale.

The work of WWF

WWF encourages carefully controlled whale watching because we believe it can promote
whale, dolphin and porpoise conservation. For example, in the Andenes and Tysfjord
areas of northern Norway, where sperm whales and orcas are commonly seen, WWF has
helped develop whale watching. And in Iceland, WWF contributes to the funding for The
Whale Centre, an interactive museum devoted to whales and the history of whaling in
Husavik.

WWF provides educational material on whale conservation and the ecology of whales.
WWF has also set up an English website -http://ngo.grida.no/wwfap/whalewatching -
which gives information on whale watching in the Arctic.

Guidelines for whale watching

There are several different sets of guidelines for whale watching operators and tourists. In
summary they advise:

 Never to approach whales or dolphins directly from the front or back
 Never to sail through a group of whales or dolphins or to try to separate them
 Never to go closer to the whales than 100 metres
 To avoid sudden changes of direction
 To avoid unnecessary noise
 To avoid trying to feed or touch whales or dolphins

You can find more details of the International Whale Watching IWC guidelines at:
http://ngo.grida.no/wwfap/whalewatching/iwc_guidelines.shtml

The future?

Whale watching represents a significant source of revenue for many countries. It is a
sustainable way of benefiting from whales which also contributes to public understanding
of and support for marine conservation. 

While hunting and watching wildlife can co-exist in some parts of the world, there is
evidence to show that whaling causes hunted species to avoid boats and human beings.
Iceland’s whale watching operators and the country’s tourism industry believe a
resumption in any sort of whaling will be detrimental to the country’s fastest growing
business.
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