IWC56, held in Sorrento, Italy, June 29-July 10, 2004

Report of the Scientific Committee, Section 10.5.5:
Western North Pacific stock of gray whales

10.5.5.1 CATCH AND STRANDING INFORMATION 

No catches or strandings were reported to the Committee for this stock. 

10.5.5.2 NEW SCIENTIFIC INFORMATION

SC/56/BRG38 presented a comparison of western and eastern gray whales using mtDNA sequences and microsatellite data. The populations were significantly different with both sets of data, but when the samples were stratified by sex, only the females were significantly different. This raises the possibility that some eastern males enter the feeding grounds of the western population but do not interbreed. The number of mtDNA haplotypes (17) seen in the western population was unexpectedly high for a population of this size. 

VNIRO (2004) provided a summary that included the information contained in SC/56/BRG46, BRG47 and BRG48.  This report described the results of research and monitoring of the western gray whale population off the northeast coast of Sakhalin Island, Russia for 2003. The Russian programme of research and monitoring of the western gray whale population off the northeast coast of Sakhalin Island has been conducted since 2001. Results of aerial, vessel-based and shore-based/vehicle-assisted surveys carried out in 2003 showed the presence of gray whales in only two places, where they have been usually feeding in the summer-autumn season for the last 3 years. More information on gray whales in these areas can be found in Annex F.  

Korean scientists presented a summary of a shore-based survey of western gray whale survey at Cape Homi, Korea, lasting 14 days.  Although no sightings were made, useful information of possible sightings locations was obtained from fishermen. It is planned to repeat this survey and the Committee encourages members to contact the scientists involved if they have suggestions for methodological improvements. 

SC/56/BRG40 presented the results of research on the western gray whale population summering off northeastern Sakhalin Island, Russia as part of the continuing collaborative Russia-USA research programme. This programme has produced important new information on the present day conservation status of this critically endangered population.  The population size is estimated to be approximately 100 individuals and non-calf and calf survival rates are 0.95 and 0.70, respectively. In addition to the clear biological difficulties that western gray whales are facing (detailed in Annex F), the recent onset of large-scale oil and gas development programs near their summer feeding ground pose new threats to the future survival of the population. 

SC/56/BRG39 noted that the recent onset of large-scale oil development programs off Sakhalin Island pose new threats to the future survival of the 100 remaining western gray whales.  Three major projects by SEIC (Shell 55%), Exxon and BP are in various stages of development.  These projects effectively surround and in some cases encroach directly upon the feeding habitat of one of the smallest baleen whale populations in the world. The Sakhalin oil development clearly poses a serious threat to its future survival. Exxon and Shell have both postponed construction plans until summer 2005 but BP will drill a well this summer.
Vladimirov stated that all the threats and risks for the western gray whale population connected with the development of oil and gas fields in the Sakhalin shelf have been carefully reviewed by the Russian Federation State Environmental Expertise (RFSEE).  Taking into account measures to mitigate the influence of activities related to developing oil and gas deposits on gray whales, and the research and monitoring programme, RFSEE considered all the potential influences and risks as acceptable. He noted that the presented Russian Research and Monitoring programme is part of the implementation of the mitigation process of the recognized influences and risks. However, the Committee agrees that the potential for a catastrophic oil spill remains a serious concern for the whales and their habitat.
The Committee noted with great concern that the evidence is compelling that this population is in serious danger of extinction.  The population is small (only about 100 whales) and appears to have biological problems (only 23 reproductive females, three or more years calving interval, male biased sex ratio, and apparent low calf survival). Furthermore, there is only a single known coastal feeding habitat (approximately 60km long and 5 km wide) used by females and calves which faces an obvious and immediate threat from industrial activities, including noise, vessel traffic and the potential for a catastrophic oil spill.  Noting, its similarly strong concerns for North Atlantic right whales, the Committee recommends as a matter of absolute urgency that measures be taken to protect this population and its habitat off Sakhalin Island.
Plans for the Russia-USA research collaboration and national research plans from Russia and Korea were presented. As in previous years, the Committee strongly recommends that the ongoing Russia-USA and Russian and Korean national programmes on western gray whale research and monitoring continue and expand into the future. Results from these programmes combined will be the only way to monitor and assess the status of this critically endangered population. 

The Committee also strongly recommends that all range states develop or expand national monitoring and research programmes on western gray whales. The Committee noted particularly that the precise location and status of the breeding grounds of this highly endangered whale (presumably in Chinese waters) are still unknown. 

10.5.6 Work plan

The sub-committee discussion on its work plan are given in Annex F. The Committee’s deliberations on this matter are given under Item 19.

