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NORTHERN RIGHT WHALE (Eubalaena glacialis): 
Western North Atlantic Stock 

STOCK DEFINITION AND GEOGRAPHIC RANGE 

Individu als of the we stern No rth Atlantic r ight wh ale popu lation range from wintering and calving grounds 

in coastal waters of the southeastern United States to summer feeding and nursery grou nds in New Eng land waters and 

northward to the Bay  of Fund y and th e Scotian  Shelf. Knowlton et al. (1992) reported several lon g-distanc e mov emen ts 

as far north  as Newfoundland, the Labrador Basin, and southeast of Greenland; in addition, recent resightings of 

photog raphically  identified in dividua ls have be en mad e off Icelan d and ar ctic Norw ay.  The la tter (in September 1999) 

represen ts one of only two sightings this century of a right whale in Norwegian waters, and the first since 1926. 

Together, these long-range matches indicate an extended range for at least some individuals and perhaps the existence 

of importa nt habitat are as not pre sently we ll described.  Similarly, records from the Gulf of Mexico (Moore and Clark 

1963; Schmidly et al. 1972) represent either geographic anomalies or a  more extensive historic range beyond the sole 

known calving and wintering ground in the waters of the southeastern United States.   Whatever the case, the location 

of a large segment of the popula tion is unk nown  during th e winter.  A small offshore survey effort in February 1996 

reported three sightings in waters east of northeastern Florida and southeastern Georgia: a mother/calf pair, a single 

individu al, and a group of four juveniles.  These sightings suggest a d istribution fu rther offsh ore than p reviously 

reported. 

Research results to date suggest five major habitats or congregation areas for western North Atlantic right 

whales;  these are the  coastal wa ters of the so utheastern  United S tates, the Great South Channel, Cape Cod and 

Massac husetts  Bays, the B ay of Fu ndy, an d the Sco tian Shelf.  How ever, m ovem ents within  and betw een hab itats may 

be more extensive than is sometimes thought.  Results from a few successfully attached satellite tags suggest that 

sightings separated by perhaps two weeks should not be assumed to indicate a stationary or resident animal.  Instead, 

telemetry data have shown rather lengthy and somewhat distant excursions, including into deep water off the continental 

shelf (Mate et al. 1997).  These findings cast new light on movements and habitat use, and raise questions about the 

purpose of su ch excursion s. 

New Engla nd wate rs are a prim ary feed ing hab itat for the righ t whale, w hich app ears to feed  primarily on 

copepods (largely of the genera Calanus and Pseudocalanus) in this area. Research sug gests that right whales m ust 

locate  and exploit extremely dense patches of zooplankton to feed efficiently (Mayo and Marx 1990).  These dense 

zooplankton patches are likely a primary characteristic of the spring, summer, and fall right wh ale habitats  (Kenney et 

al. 1986, 1995).  Acceptable surface copepod resources are limited to perhaps 3% of the region during the peak feeding 

season in Cape Cod and Massachusetts Bays (Mayo and Goldman, pers. comm.).  While feeding in the coastal waters 

off Massachusetts has been better studied than in most areas, feeding by right whales has been observed elsewhere on 

the margins of Georges Bank, in the Gulf of Maine, in the Bay of Fundy, and over the Scotian Shelf.  The characteristics 

of acceptab le prey distribution in these areas are not well known.  New England waters also serve as a nursery for calves 

and perhaps also as a mating ground. 

Genetic  analyses o f tissue sam ples are pro viding in sights into sto ck definit ion.  Schaeff et al. (1993) used 

Restriction Fragm ent Len gth Poly morp hism (R FLP) an alysis to sug gest that weste rn North Atlantic right whales 

represent a single breeding population that may be based on as few as three ma trilines.  However, more recent analyses 

based upon direct sequencing of mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) have identified five mtDNA haplotypes (Malik et al. 

1999).  Schaeff et al. (1997)  comp ared the g enetic  variability of northern and southern (E. austra lis) right whales, and 

found the former to be significantly less diverse, a finding broadly replicated from sequence data by Malik et al. (2000) 

These  findings might be indicative of inbreeding in the population, but no definitive conclusion can be reached using 

current data.  Additional work comparing m odern and histor ic genetic p opulation  structure in  right whales, using DNA 

extracted from museum specimens of baleen and bone, is also underway (Rosenbaum et al. 1997).  Prelimin ary results 

suggest  that the eastern and western North Atlantic populations were not  genetically dist inct (Rosenbaum et al. 2000). 

However,  the virtual ex tirpation of  the eastern  stock and  its lack of reco very this ce ntury stro ngly  suggests population 

subdivision over a protracted (but not evolutionary) timescale. 
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To date, skin biopsy sampling has resulted in the compilation of a DNA library of m ore than 2 50 No rth Atlantic 

right whales.  When work is completed,  a genetic profile will be established for each individual , and an  assessment 

provided on the level of genetic variation in the population, the n umber o f reproductively  active individuals, 

reproductive fitness, the basis for associations and social units in each habitat area, and the mating system.  Tissue 

analysis has also aided in sex identification: the sex ratio of the photo-identified and catalogued population (through 

December of 1997) is 144 females and 1 43 males,  not significantly different from parity (M.W. Brown,  pers. comm .). 

Analyses based on sighting histories of photographically identified individuals also suggest that, in addition to the Bay 

of Fundy, there exists an additional and undescribed summ er nursery area utilized by approximately one-third of the 

population.  As described above, a related question is where individuals other than calving females and a few juveniles 

overwinter.  One or m ore add itional win tering and  summ ering gro unds m ay exist in  unsurveye d locations,  although  it 

is also possible that “missing”  animals simply  disperse over a w ide area at these times. 

POPULATION SIZE 

Based on a cen sus of indiv idual whales id entified usin g photo -identificatio n techniq ues, the w estern No rth 

Atlantic  popula tion size w as estimated  to be 295  individu als in 1992 (Knowlton et al. 1994); an updated analysis using 

the same me thod gave an  estimate of 291 a nimals in 199 8 (Kraus et al. 2000). Because this was a n early com plete 

census, it is assumed  that this represents a minimum population size estimate.  H owev er, no estim ate of abu ndanc e with 

an associated coefficient of variation has been calculated for this population.  Calculation of a reliable po int estimate 

is likely to be difficult given the known problem  of hetero geneity o f distribution  in this population.  An IWC workshop 

on status and trends of western North Atlantic right whales gave a minimum direct-count estimate of 263 right whales 

alive in 1996 and noted that the true population was unlikely to be substantially greater than this (IWC 2000). 

Historical Population Estimate 

An estimate of pre-exploitation population size is not available.  Basque whalers may have taken substantial 

numbers  of right w hales at time s during th e 1500 s in the Strait  of Belle Isle region (Aguilar 1986), and the stock of right 

whales may h ave alread y been su bstantially  reduced by the time whaling was begun by colonists in the Plymouth area 

in the 1600s (R eeves and M itchell 1987).  A m odest but persistent whaling effort along the eastern USA lasted three 

centuries, and the records include one report of 29 whales killed in Cape Cod Bay in a single day during January 1700. 

Based on incomplete historical whaling data, Reeves and Mitchell (1987) could conclude only that there were at least 

some hundreds of right whales present in the western North Atlantic during the late 1600s.   In a later study (Reev es et 

al. 1992), a series of population trajectories using historical data and an estimated present population size of 350 were 

plotted.  The results sugge st that there may have been at least 1,000 right wh ales in this po pulation d uring the  early to 

mid-160 0s, with the greates t populatio n decline  occurrin g in the ear ly 1700 s.  The authors cautioned, however, that the 

record of removals is incomplete, the results are preliminary, and refinements are required.  Based on back calculations 

using the present population size and growth rate, the population may have numbered fewer than 100 individuals by 

the time that international protection for right whales came into effect in 1935 (Hain 1975; Reeves et al. 1992; Kenney 

et al. 1995). 

Minimum  Population Estimate 

The western North Atlantic population size was estim ated to be  291 ind ividuals in  1998 (K raus et al. 2000), 

based on a census of individual whales identified using photo-identification techniques.  A bias that might result from 

including catalogued whales that had not been seen for an extended period of time and therefore might be dead, was 

addressed by assuming that an individual whale not sighted for five years was dead (Knowlton et al. 1994). It is 

assumed that the census of identified and presumed living whales represents a minimum population size estimate.  The 

true pop ulation size in  1998 m ay have  been hig her if:  1) there were animals not photographed and identified, and/or 

2) som e anima ls presum ed dead  were no t. 

Current Population Trend 

The  popula tion grow th rate reported for the period 1986-92 by Knowlton et al. (1994) was 2.5% (CV =0.12); 

this suggeste d that the sto ck was sh owing  signs of slow  recover y.  However, work  by Casw ell et al. (1999) has 

suggested that crude survival probability declined from about 0.99 in the early 19 80's to about 0.94  in the late 1990's. 

The decline was statistically significant.  Additional work conducted in 1999 was reviewed by the IWC workshop on 
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status and trend s in this population (IWC 2000); the workshop concluded based on several analytical approaches that 

survival had indeed declined.  Although heterogeneity of capture could negatively bias survival estimates, the workshop 

concluded that this factor could not account for all of the observed decline, which appeared to be particularly marked 

in adult females. 

CURRENT AND M AXIMUM NET PROD UCTIVITY RATES 

During 1980-1992, 145 calves were bo rn to 65 identified co ws.  The number of calves born annually ranged 

from 5 to 17, w ith a mean  of 11.2 (S E = 0.90 ).  The rep roductiv ely active female pool was static at approximately 51 

individuals during 1987-1992.  Mean calving interval, based on 86 records, was 3.67 years.  There was an indication 

that calving in tervals m ay be inc reasing o ver time, a lthough  the trend w as not stati stically significant (P = 0.083) 

(Knowlton et al. 1994). 

Since that report, total reported calf production  in 92/93 was 6;  93/94, 9; 94/95, 7;  95/96, 21; 96/97, 19; and 

97/98, 6.  The total c alf produ ction wa s reduced  by repo rted calf  mortalities: 2 mortalities in 1993,  3 in 1996, 1 in 1997, 

and 1 in 1998.  Of the three calf mortalities in 1996, available data suggested one was not included  in the reported 20 

mother/calf pairs, resulting in a total of 21 calves born.  Eleven of the 21 mothers in 1996 were observed with calves 

for the f irst t ime (i.e., were “new” mothers) that year.  Three of these were 10 years old or younge r, two were 9 years 

old, and six were of unknown age.  An updated analysis of calving interval through the 1997/98 season suggests that 

mean calving interval increased since 1992 from 3.67 years to more than 5 years, a significant trend (K raus et al. 2000). 

This  conclusion is supported by modeling work reviewed by the IWC workshop on status and trends in this population 

(IWC 2000); the workshop agreed that calving intervals had indeed increased and further that the reproductive rate was 

half that reported from southern hemisphere po pulations of E. australis. 

The annual population growth rate during 1986-1992 was estimated to be 2.5% (CV=0.12) using photo-

identification techniques (Knowlton et al. 1994). A population increase rate of 3.8% was estimated from the annual 

increase in aerial sighting rates in the Great South Channel, 1979-1989 (Kenney et al. 1995).  However, as noted above 

more re cent wo rk has sug gested tha t the popu lation is now  in decline (C aswell et al. 1999, IWC 20 00). 

An analysis of the age structure of this popu lation sugg ests that it conta ins a sma ller propo rtion of juv enile 

whales than expected (Hamilton et al. 1998, IWC 2000), which may reflect lowered  recruitm ent and/o r high juv enile 

mortality.  In addition, it is possible that th e appare ntly low re produ ctive rate is  due in part to unstable age structure or 

to reproductive senescence on the part of some females.  However, data on either factor are poor; senescence has been 

demonstrated in relatively fe w ma mma ls (including  huma ns, pilot wh ales and k iller whales)  and is curr ently 

undocumented for any baleen whale. 

The relativ ely low p opulation  size indicate s that this stock is well below its optimum sustainable population 

(OSP); therefore, the current population growth rate should reflect the maximum net productivity rate for this stock. 

The population growth rate reported by Knowlton et al. (1994) of 2.5% (CV=0.12) was assumed to reflect the maximum 

net productivity rate for this stock for purposes of previous assessm ents.  However, review by the IWC workshop of 

modeling and other work  indicates tha t the popu lation is now in decline; consequently, no growth rate can be used for 

western No rth Atlantic right wha les. 

POTENTIAL BIOLOGICAL REMOVAL 

Potential biologica l removal (PBR) is specified as the product of minimum population size, one-half the 

maximum net productivity rate and a "recovery" factor for endangered, depleted, threatened stocks, or stocks of 

unknown status relative to OSP (MMPA Sec. 3. 16 U.S.C. 1362; Wade and Angliss 1997).  The recovery factor for right 

whales is 0.10 bec ause this spe cies is listed as endangered under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  However, in view 

of the app arent dec line in this po pulation ( Caswe ll et al. 1999,  IWC 2000), the PBR for this population is set to zero. 

ANNUAL HUM AN-CAUSED SERIOUS  INJURY AND MOR TALITY 

For the period  1994 th rough  1998, th e total estimated human-caused mortality and serious injury to right 

whales is estimated at 2.4 per year (USA waters, 1.4; Canadian waters, 1.0).  This is derived from  two com ponents:  1) 

non-observed fishery entanglement records (USA  waters, 0.8 ; Canadia n waters, 0 .6), and 2 ) ship strike records (USA 

waters, 0.6; Canadian w aters, 0 .4).  Note th at in past stock  assessme nt reports, a s ix-year tim e frame  was used  to 

calculate  these aver ages.  A fiv e year pe riod wa s used for  this report to be consistent with the time frames used for 

calculating the averages for other species.  It is also important to stress that serious injury determinations are made based 
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upon the best available information; these determinations may change with the availability of new information.  For the 

purposes of this report, discussion is primarily limited to those records considered confirmed human-caused mortalities 

or serious injuries. 

Background 

Appro ximately  one-third of all right whale mortality is caused by human activities (Kraus 1990).  The de tails 

of a particular mortality or serious injury record often require a degree of interpretation.  The assigned cause is based 

on the best judgement of the available data; additional information may result in revisio ns. When reviewing Table 1 

below, several fac tors should be considered:  1) a ship strike or entanglement may occur at some distance from the 

reported location; 2) the mortality or injury may involve multiple factors; for example, whales that have been both struck 

and entangled are not uncommon; 3) the actu al vessel or g ear type/so urce is  often uncertain; an d 4) in entanglem ents, 

several types of gear may be involved. 

The serious injury determinations are most susceptible to revision.  There are several records where a struck 

and injured whale was re-sighted later, apparently healthy, or an entangled or partially disentangled whale was re-sighted 

later free of gear.  The reverse may also be true: a whale initially appearing in good condition after being struck or 

entangled is later re-sighted and found to have been seriously injured by the event.  Entanglements of juvenile whales 

are typically considered serious injuries because the constriction on the animal is likely to become increasingly harmful 

as the whale gro ws. 

We have limited the serious injury designation to only those reports that had substantial evidence that the 

injury, whether from entanglement or vessel collision, was likely to significantly impede the whale’s locomotion or 

feeding in the immediate future.  There was no forecasting of how the injury m ay affect th e whale  over a longer term, 

name ly from in fection or  susceptibility  to further inju ry, such a s additiona l entanglem ent. This conservative approach 

likely und erestimate s serious inju ry rates. 

With  these caveats, the total estimated annual average human-induced mortality and serious injury within USA 

Atlantic  waters (including fishery and non-fishery related causes) wa s 2.4 right whales per year (USA waters 1.4; 

Canadian waters, 1.0).  As with e ntangleme nts, some injury o r mortality due to sh ip strikes almost certainly passes 

undetected, particularly in offshore waters.  Decomposed and/or unexamined  animals (e.g., carcasses reported but not 

retrieved or necropsied) rep resent ‘lost data’, some o f which m ay relate to hum an impacts.  For th ese reasons, the figure 

of 2.4 righ t whales p er year m ust be reg arded as a  minim um estim ate. 

There was one USA record of a right whale serious injury that did not fall into the 1994-1998 annual average, 

but is mention ed here sin ce it was ov erlooke d in prev ious stock  assessme nt reports.  T he wha le was a juvenile sighted 

off the southeastern USA on 11 January 1992, apparently the victim of an entanglement.  It had a long, deep gash on 

its fluke and entanglement scars on its tail.  It appeared emaciated and in poor health. 

While  this assessment relates to USA fisheries and/or USA waters, there are additional records for Canadian 

waters within the same time frame.  Six Canadian records of mortalities or serious injuries are included in Table 1.  In 

addition to these records,  there was one Canadian record examined  that is probably a serious injury, but currently for 

which there  is insufficient information to confirm this.  This animal, #1705, was initially seen in mid-July 1997 in the 

Bay of Fundy with a small amount of line with several small, oval black buoys attached coming out of the right side 

of its mouth.  The whale was also seen on 7/18/97, 8/25/97, and 9/6/97, still trailing the line and floats in each sighting. 

Although the injury resulting from the gear appeared minimal, it may have the potential to impair the animal’s feeding. 

Future observations of the whale may help determine whether the gear has resulted in serious injury. 

Further, th e small  population size and low ann ual repro ductive ra te sugges t that hum an sourc es of mo rtality 

may have a greater effect relative to popu lation gro wth rates th an for oth er whale s.  The prin cipal factor s believed  to 

be retarding growth and recovery of the population are ship strikes and entanglement with fishing gear.  Between 1970 

and 1999, a total of 45 right whale mortalities were recorded (IWC 1999, Knowlton and Kraus 2000).  Of these, 13 

(28.9%) were neonates which are believed to have died from perinatal complications or other natural causes.  Of the 

remainder, 16 (35.6%) were determ ined to be the result of ship strikes, two (4.4 %) we re related to e ntanglem ent in 

fishing gear (in both cases lobster gear), and 14 (31.1%) were of unknown cause.  At a minimum, therefore, 40% of the 

observed total for th e period, and 5 6.3% of the 3 2 non-calf dea ths, were attributable to hu man im pacts. 

Young animals, ages 0-4 years, are apparently the most impacted portion of the population (Kraus 1990). 

Finally, entanglement or minor vessel collisions may not kill an animal directly, but m ay weake n or otherwise  affect 

it so that it is more likely to become vulnerable.  Such was apparently the case with the two-year old right whale killed 
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by a ship off Amelia Island, Florida, in March 1991 after having carried gillnet gear wrapped around its tail region since 

the previous summer (Kenney and Kraus 1993), as well as #2220, discussed above. 

For waters of the northeastern USA, a present concern not yet completely defined, is the possibility of habitat 

degradation in Massachusetts and Cape Cod Bays due to a Boston sewage outfall due to come on-line in 2000. 

Awaren ess and m itigation pro grams f or reduc ing anthr opoge nic injury and mortality to right whales have been 

set up in two areas of concern.  The first was initiated in 1992 off the coastal waters of the southeastern USA, and it has 

been upgraded and expanded annually.  It involves both government and non-government organizations, including the 

Navy, Army Corps o f Engin eers, U.S. C oast Gua rd, and F lorida and  Georg ia state agencies.  In 1996, a program was 

established in the north eastern U SA, large ly in cooper ation with  the U.S. C oast Gua rd and th e State of Massach usetts. 

In July 1999, a Mandatory Ship Reporting System was implemented in both the southeas tern Un ited States an d in the 

Great South Channel/Cape Cod Bay/Massachusetts Bay critical habitats.  This system requires vessels over 300 tons 

to report information about their identity, location, course and speed; in return, the y receive  inform ation on r ight wh ale 

occurrence and recommendations on measures to avoid collisions with whales.  This system is expected to provide 

much -needed  inform ation on p atterns of v essel traffic in cr itical habitat are as. 

Fishery-Related Serious Injury and  Mortality 

Reports  of mor tality and ser ious injury  relative to PB R as well  as total human impacts are contained in records 

maintained by the New Englan d Aqu arium a nd the N ortheast R egional O ffice/NM FS (Tab le  1). From  1994-1 998, 8 

of 12 records of mortality or serious injury (including records from both USA and Canadian waters) involved 

entanglement or fishery in teractions.  T he repo rts often do  not con tain the detail ne cessary to a ssign the en tanglem ents 

to a particular fishery or location.  However, based on re-examination of the records for the right whale observed 

entangled in pelagic d rift gillnet in  July 1993, which included the observer’s documentation of lobster gear on the 

whale’s tail stock and subsequent  entanglement reports of this whale, the suspected mortality of this whale was 

reassigned to the Gu lf of Main e and U SA m id-Atlantic  lobster pot fisheries  In this case, the pre-existing entanglement 

of lobster gear was judged to have been suf ficient caus e of even tual mo rtality indep enden t of the drift n et entang lement. 

In another in stance, a 2 y ear-old d ead ma le right wh ale with lobster line through the mouth and deeply embedded at the 

base of the right flipper beached in Rhode Island in July 1995.  This individual had been sighted previously, entangled, 

east of Geo rgia in  December 1993, and again in August 1994 in Cape Cod Bay.  In this case,  the entanglement became 

a serious in jury and  (directly or  indirectly) th e cause o f the mo rtality. 

In January 1997 (62 FR 33, Jan. 2, 1997), NMFS changed the classification of the Gulf of Maine and USA mid-

Atlantic  lobster pot fisheries from Category III to Category I  based on examination of stranding and entanglement 

records o f large wh ales from  1990 to  1994. 

Fishery Information 

Data  on current incidental takes in USA fisheries are available from several sources.  In 1986, NMFS 

established a mandatory  self-reporte d fisheries in forma tion system  for large p elagic  fisheries.  Data files are maintained 

at the Southeast Fisheries Science Center (SEFSC).  The Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) Sea Sampling 

Observer Program was initiated in 1989, and since that year, several fisheries have been covered by the program .  In 

late 1992 and in 1993, the SEFSC provided observer coverage of pelagic longline vessels fishing off the Grand Banks 

(Tail of the Banks), and currently provides observer coverage of vessels fishing south of Cape Hatteras.  Bycatch has 

been observed by NM FS Sea Samplers in the pelagic drift gillnet fishery, but no mortalities or serious injuries have been 

documented in either the p elagic long line,  pelagic pair trawl, or other fish eries mo nitored b y NM FS.  The  only 

documented bycatch of a right whale by NM FS Sea Samplers was fem ale released from a pelagic drift gillnet as noted 

above. 

In a recent analysis of the scarification of right whales, a total of 61.6% of  the whales bore evidence of 

entanglem ents with fishing gear  (Hamilton et al. 1998). Entanglement records maintained by NMFS Northeast 

Regional Office (NMFS, unp ublished data) from 1970- 1996, in cluded 4 2 right w hale entan glemen ts or possible 

entanglem ents, including right whales in weirs, entangled in gillnets, and trailing line and buoys.  An ad ditional record 

(M. J. Harris, pers. comm.) reported a 9.1-10.6 m right whale entangled and released south of Ft. Pierce, Florida, in 

March 1982 (this event occurred in the course of a sampling program and was not related to a commercial fishery). 

Inciden ts of entanglem ents in ground fish gillnet gear, cod traps,  and herring weirs in waters of Atlantic Canada and the 

USA east coast were summarized by Read (1994).  In six records of right wh ales becomin g entangled in g roundfish 
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gillnet gear in the Bay of Fundy and Gulf of Maine between 1975 and 1990, the right whales were either released or 

escaped on their own, although several w hales hav e been o bserved  carrying  net or line fra gmen ts.  A right w hale mother 

and calf were released alive from a herring weir  in the Bay of Fundy in 1976.  For all areas, specific details of right 

whale  entanglement in fishing gear are often la cking.  When direct or  indirect  mortali ty occurs, some carcasses come 

ashore and are subsequently examined, or are reported as "floaters" at sea; however, the number of unreported and 

unexamined carcasses is unknown, but may be significant in the case of floaters.  More information is needed about 

fisheries intera ctions and  where th ey occu r. 

Other Mor tality 

Ship  strikes are a m ajor cause  of mor tality and injury to right whales (Kraus 1990, Know lton & Kraus 2000).

  Records from 1994 through 1998 have been summarized in Table 1.  For this time frame, the average reported 

mortality  and serio us injury to  right wh ales due to  ship strikes w as 1.0  whales per year (USA waters, 0.6; Canadian 

waters, 0.4). 

In the period January to March 1996, an ‘unusual mortality event’ was declared for right whales in southeastern 

USA waters.  Five mortalities were reported, at least one of which (on 1/30/96) was attributable to ship strike.  A second 

mortality  (on 2/22/96) showed evidence of barotrauma but no proximate cause of death could be determined.  Of the 

remaining  three mortalities,  two were calves (1/2/96 and 2/19/96), one of which may have died from birthing trauma 

(inconclusive).  The third (2/7/96) was decomposed and could not be towed in for examination. 

Table  1. Summ arized rec ords of m ortality and  serious inju ry likely  to result in m ortality, No rth Atlantic  right whales, 

January 1994 - December 1998.  Causes of mortality or injury, assigned as primary or secondary, are based 

on records maintained by NMFS/NER and NMFS/SER. 

Date Report 

Type 

Sex, age, 

ID 

Location Assigned Cause: 

P=primary, 

S=secondary 

Notes 

Ship 

strike

 Entang ./ 

Fsh inter 

2/22/94 serious 

injury 

calf, sex 

unknown 

#2404 

offshore 

NE FL 

S P deep wounds from line or cable on 

head, probable propeller gashes on 

flukes 

9/21/941 serious 

injury 

12 y.o. 

male 

#1247 

Bay of Fundy P line of unknown gear type 

wrapped tightly around tail stock; 

has not been sighted since 

11/17/94 serious 

injury 

3 y.o., 

#2151 

near Plum  I., 

MA 

P line tightly wrapped around 

rostrum  and dee ply em bedde d in 

gums 

7/17/95 mortality, 

beached 

2 y.o. 

male 

#2366 

Middletown, 

RI 

P lobster line through mouth, 

embedded deeply into bone at 

base of right flipper 

8/13/95 serious 

injury, 

offshore 

adult 

female, 

#1045 

S. Georges 

Bank 

P large head wound exposing bone 

10/20/951 mortality, 

beached 

male, age 

unknown 

#2250 

Long I., Nova 

Scotia 

P large gash on back, broken 

vertebrae 
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Date Report 

Type 

Sex, age, 

ID 

Location Assigned Cause: 

P=primary, 

S=secondary 

Notes 

Ship 

strike

 Entang ./ 

Fsh inter 

1/30/96 mortality, 

offshore 

adult 

male, 

#1623 

offshore 

GA 

P shattered skull, broken vertebrae 

and ribs 

3/9/96 mortality, 

beached

 male, age 

unknown 

#2220 

Cape Cod 

MA 

P S 3.3 meter gash on back, broken 

skull, Canadian lobster gear 

wrapped through mouth and 

around  tail 

8/5/96 serious 

injury 

unknown SE of 

Glouce ster, 

MA 

P unknown type of gear entangled 

around head 

8/19/971 mortality female, 

age 

unknown 

#2450 

Bay of Fundy P necropsy found evidence of 

traumatic impact on left side and 

lower jaw 

8/23/971 serious 

injury 

5 y.o. 

male 

#2212 

Bay of Fundy P reports from subsequent 

observa tions indica te the wh ale 

ingested some gear of an unknown 

type 

8/29/971 serious 

injury 

2 yr old 

female 

#2557 

Bay of Fundy P Line of u nknow n origin tig htly 

wrapped on bo dy and one flipper, 

whale emaciated 

1 Record was not included in the text’s calculations of estimated annual average human-induced mortality and serious 

injury within USA Atlantic waters 

STATUS OF STOCK 

The size of this stock is considered to be extremely low relative to O SP in the U SA Atla ntic EEZ , and this 

species is listed as endangered under the ESA.  The North Atlantic right whale  is consider ed one o f the mo st critically 

endangered populations of large whales in the world (Clapham et al. 1999). A  Recovery Plan has been published and 

is in effect (NMFS 1991).  Three critical habitats, Cape Cod Bay/Massachusetts Bay, Great South Channel, and the 

Southeastern USA, were designated by NMFS (59 FR 28793, June 3, 1994).  The NMFS ESA 1996 Northern Right 

Whale  Status Review c oncluded th at the status of the western No rth Atlantic p opulation  of the no rthern righ t whale 

remains endangered; this conclusion was reinforced by the International Whaling Com mission in 1998 (IWC 1 998), 

which expressed grave co ncern re garding  the status of th is stock.  The total level of human-caused mortality and serious 

injury is unknow n, but reported h uman-ca used mo rtality and serious injury h as been a m inimum  of 2.4  (USA  waters, 

1.4; Canadian waters, 1.0) right whales per year since 1994.  Given that PBR has been set to zero, no mortality or 

serious injury for  this stock ca n be con sidered ins ignificant.  T his is a strategic  stock because  the average annual fishery-

related mortality and serious inju ry excee ds PBR , and bec ause the N orth Atlan tic right whale is an en dangered sp ecies. 

11 



 

 

 

Relative to other populations of right whales, there are also concerns about growth rate, percentage of reproductive 

females, and calving intervals in this population. 
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