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BAIRD’S BEAKED WHALE (Berardius bairdii): Alaska Stock

STOCK DEFINITION AND GEOGRAPHIC RANGE

Baird’s beaked, or giant bottlenose,
whale inhabits the North Pacific Ocean and
adjacent seas (Bering Sea, Okhotsk Sea, Sea
of Japan, and the Sea of Cortez in the
southern Gulf of California, Mexico), with the
best-known populations occurring in the
coastal waters around Japan (Balcomb 1989)
and the Commander Islands (Fedutin et al.
2012). Within the North Pacific Ocean,
Baird’s beaked whales have been sighted in
virtually all areas north of 30°N in deep
waters over the continental shelf, particularly
in regions with submarine escarpments and
seamounts (Ohsumi 1983, Kasuya and
Ohsumi 1984, Kasuya 2002). The range of
the species extends north from Cape Navarin
(62° N) and the central Sea of Okhotsk
(57° N) to St. Matthew Island, the Pribilof
Islands in the Bering Sea, and the northern
Gulf of Alaska (Rice 1986, Rice 1998, Kasuya
2002) (Fig. 1). An apparent break in
distribution occurs in the eastern Gulf of

Figure 1. Approximate distribution of Baird’s beaked whales
in the eastern North Pacific (shaded area). Sightings (circles)
. . and strandings (squares) within the last 10 years are also
Alaska, but from the mid-Gulf to the Aleutian depicted. (Forney and Brownell 1996, Moore et al. 2002,

Islands and in the s_outhern Bering Sea there NMFS unpublished data). Note: Distribution updated based on
are numerous sighting records (Kasuya and Kasuya 2002

Ohsumi 1984, Forney and Brownell 1996,
Moore et al. 2002). In the Sea of Okhotsk and the Bering Sea, Baird’s beaked whales arrive in April-May, are
numerous during the summer, and decrease in October (Tomilin 1957, Kasuya 2002). Observations during 2007-
2011 in the western Bering Sea were made in all months except winter (December to March) around the
Commander Islands, with encounters peaking in April-June and to a lesser extent in August-November (Fedutin et
al. 2012). During winter months, they are rarely found in offshore waters and their winter distribution is unknown
(Kasuya 2002). However, acoustic detections of Baird’s beaked whales from November through January (and no
detections in July-October) in the northern Gulf of Alaska suggest that this region may be wintering habitat for some
Baird’s beaked whales (Baumann-Pickering et al. 2012b). There were no detections of this species from early June
to late August 2010 off Kiska Island (Baumann-Pickering et al. 2012a). They are the most commonly seen beaked
whales within their range, perhaps because they are relatively large and gregarious, traveling in schools of a few to
several dozen, making them more noticeable to observers than other beaked whale species. Baird’s beaked whales
are migratory, arriving in continental slope waters during summer and fall months when surface water temperatures
are the highest (Dohl et al. 1983, Kasuya 1986). Photo-identification analysis of animals sighted between 2007-
2011 revealed resightings of some individuals around the Commander Islands and confirmed associations of
individuals over several years in this species (Fedutin et al. 2012).

There are insufficient data to apply the phylogeographic approach to stock structure (Dizon et al. 1992) for
Baird’s beaked whale. Therefore, Baird’s beaked whale stocks are defined as the two non-contiguous areas within
Pacific U. S. waters where they are found: 1) Alaska and 2) California/Oregon/Washington. These two stocks were
defined in this manner because of: 1) the large distance between the two areas in conjunction with the lack of any
information about whether animals move between the two areas, 2) the somewhat different oceanographic habitats
found in the two areas, and 3) the different fisheries that operate within portions of those two areas, with bycatch of
Baird’s beaked whales only reported from the California/Oregon thresher shark and swordfish drift gillnet fishery.
The California/Oregon/Washington Baird’s beaked whale stock is reported separately in the Stock Assessment
Reports for the Pacific Region.
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POPULATION SIZE
Reliable estimates of abundance for this stock are currently unavailable.

Minimum Population Estimate
At this time, it is not possible to produce a reliable minimum population estimate (Nwmin) for this stock, as
current estimates of abundance are unavailable.

Current Population Trend
No reliable estimates of abundance are available for this stock; therefore, reliable data on trends in
population abundance are unavailable.

CURRENT AND MAXIMUM NET PRODUCTIVITY RATES

A reliable estimate of the maximum net productivity rate is currently unavailable for the Alaska stock of
Baird’s beaked whale. Hence, until additional data become available, it is recommended that the cetacean maximum
theoretical net productivity rate (Rmax) of 4% be employed (Wade and Angliss 1997).

POTENTIAL BIOLOGICAL REMOVAL

Under the 1994 reauthorized Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA), the potential biological removal
(PBR) is defined as the product of the minimum population estimate, one-half the maximum theoretical net
productivity rate, and a recovery factor: PBR = Nmin X 0.5Rmax x Fr. The recovery factor (Fgr) for these stocks is
0.5, the value for cetacean stocks with unknown population status (Wade and Angliss 1997). However, in the
absence of a reliable estimate of minimum abundance, the PBR for this stock is unknown.

ANNUAL HUMAN-CAUSED MORTALITY AND SERIOUS INJURY

New Serious Injury Guidelines

NMFS updated its serious injury designation and reporting process, which uses guidance from previous
serious injury workshops, expert opinion, and analysis of historic injury cases to develop new criteria for
distinguishing serious from non-serious injury (Angliss and DeMaster 1998, Andersen et al. 2008, NOAA 2012).
NMEFS defines serious injury as an “injury that is more likely than not to result in mortality.” Injury determinations
for stock assessments revised in 2013 or later incorporate the new serious injury guidelines, based on the most recent
5-year period for which data are available.

Fisheries Information

Twenty-two different commercial fisheries operating within the potential range of the Alaska stock of
Baird’s beaked whale were monitored for incidental take by fisheries observers from 2007-2011 (see 76 FR 73912,
final List of Fisheries for 2012) . There were no serious injuries or mortalities of Baird’s beaked whales incidental
to observed commercial fisheries reported between 2007-2011 (Breiwick 2013). The estimated annual mortality rate
incidental to commercial fisheries is zero.

Subsistence/Native Harvest Information
There is no known subsistence harvest of Baird’s beaked whales by Alaska Natives.

Other Mortality

Between 1925 and 1987, 618 Baird’s beaked whales were reported taken throughout the North Pacific
(International Whaling Commission, BWIS catch data, February 2003 version, unpublished). The annual quota of
Baird’s beaked whales for small-type whaling in Japan was 62 from 1999-2004, which increased temporarily to 66
from 2005-2010 and will remain a permanent increase (Kasuya 2011). Due to the unknown stock structure and
migratory patterns in the North Pacific, it is unclear whether these animals belong to the Alaska stock of Baird’s
beaked whales.

STATUS OF STOCK

Baird’s beaked whales are not designated as “depleted” under the MMPA or listed as “threatened” or
“endangered” under the Endangered Species Act. Reliable estimates of the minimum population, population trends,
PBR, and status of the stock relative to its Optimum Sustainable Population size are currently not available.
Because the PBR is unknown, the level of annual U.S. commercial fishery-related mortality that can be considered
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insignificant and approaching zero mortality and serious injury rate is unknown. However, the estimated annual rate
of human-caused mortality and serious injury seems minimal for this stock. Thus, the Alaska stock of Baird’s
beaked whale is not classified as strategic.

Habitat concerns

Disturbance by anthropogenic noise is an increasing habitat concern for most species of beaked whales,
particularly in areas of oil and gas activities or where shipping or military activities are high. Shipping noise and the
use of military sonars have been found to alter dive behavior and movements, as well as vocal activity in some
species of beaked whales (Aguilar de Soto et al. 2006, McCarthy et al. 2011, Tyack et al. 2011). Little is known
about the effects of noise on beaked whales in Alaska. Ingestion of marine debris, particularly plastics, is a concern;
plastic is occasionally found in the stomach contents of stranded beaked whales, including Baird’s beaked whales
(Smithsonian Institution, Cetacean Distributional Database, accessed 04 June 2012).
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