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Les défis du travail collaboratif
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Threats to whales in the gulf of saint Lawrence 
Les menaces envers les baleines dans le golfe du St. Laurent
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Evolution of right whale monitoring in the gulf.
L’évolution de la surveillance des baleines noires dans le golfe.

encompassing the highest whale-density region, dynamically managed
fishery closure areas, a reduction in snow crab quota and trap limits, a
mandatory 10-knot maximum speed limit throughout much of the
western GoSL, and dynamically managed shipping lanes in the Hon-
guedo and Jacques Cartier Straits. These measures were supported by a
significant collaborative, multi-sectoral, and multi-platform monitoring
program that increased surveillance for right whales across Atlantic
Canada (Fig. 1b). Regional snow crab and lobster fisheries closed on 30
June 2018, and not one of the more than 100 individual right whales
sighted in the area during May and June of 2018 was documented as
either entangled or struck. This outcome strengthens the understanding
that separating threatening activities, in space and time, from vulner-
able species is an effective way of reducing (but not eliminating) risk. It
further demonstrates that strong and decisive action by governing
bodies can significantly reduce human-caused threats to marine mam-
mals using available management tools. However, the 2017 mortality
event was unusually severe, and the regional management measures
implemented are probably not sufficient to reduce entanglement rates
below the long-term annual average of 2.5 documented entanglement
mortalities per year [7]. For example, two animals were observed en-
tangled (one likely in snow crab gear, one unidentified) in the GoSL
after the snow crab fishery ended in 2018, and a third animal was
discovered entangled in the Bay of Fundy in unidentified gear. Rates of
entanglement at this level may still lead to extinction by negatively
affecting both mortality and birth rates [7,15,26,30].

2. Guiding principles for acting on evidence

Economic sustainability requires a clear demonstration of re-
sponsible use of resources that are a common good. Conserving biodi-
versity is not just about protecting nature, it is also about protecting the
economy. In this case, failure to act in the years prior to the right whale
mortality crisis was not only detrimental to the whales, it also jeo-
pardized market access for highly valuable Atlantic Canadian fisheries
that form the backbone of the regional economy. This was evident from
several following examples. The Marine Stewardship Council certifi-
cation awarded to the GoSL snow crab fishery in 2012 was temporarily
suspended in early-2018 as a result of these right whale deaths, and a

review is being undertaken [31]. The port city of Charlottetown P.E.I.,
which relies on cruise ship revenues, lost important seasonal income
when at least ten vessels were re-routed in 2017 to maintain their
schedules during the period the mandatory speed restrictions were in
effect [32]. The US launched its own investigation into the ‘Unusual
Mortality Event’ as eleven US senators expressed concern for right
whale conservation and lobbied NOAA to review Canada's compliance
with the US Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA), which will soon
(in 2021) require fisheries that import seafood comply with US stan-
dards for minimizing harm to marine mammals [33]. These actions
were a direct consequence of the exceptionally large number of right
whale mortalities in 2017.

Right whales are predicted to go extinct in as little as 30 years if
long-term average mortalities are not significantly reduced [26], and
there is no evidence that mortality rates are declining on average [15],
which leads us to conclude that international pressures and possibly
sanctions to preserve this and other marine species are more likely to
increase, not decrease, in the future. It is, therefore, imperative to the
ongoing operation of our ocean-based industries, and the conservation
of marine endangered species, that Canadian federal leadership on
whale conservation be strengthened. The high-profile right whale si-
tuation is a ‘flag-bearer’ for an awakened need for action by the Ca-
nadian federal government to protect ocean resources. For example, in
2018 chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus tshwaytscha) exploitation rates
were reduced by 25–35% in an effort to restore the food supply of
southern resident killer whales (Orcinus orca) in British Columbia [34].
Federal support for endangered marine mammal recovery has increased
under the auspices of the Ocean Protection Plan and other initiatives.
This momentum must be maintained to ensure the survival of these
species.

Ocean conservation can be misconstrued as leading to the elim-
ination of ocean industries, but this is not always the case. Conservation
does not always require severe, compromising actions. The crisis
management actions taken by the Canadian government in 2017 and
2018 were needed because of a dearth of action throughout much of the
previous decade (Fig. 2, [20]). Conservation requires actions that are
precautionary, adaptive, science-based, and implemented propor-
tionate to the evidence [35–37]. A more tenable course of action in the

Fig. 1. Recent expansion of dedicated visual survey effort for right whales expended in Canadian waters beginning in 2015. Panel A depicts the number of years
(colorbar; 1–25) that each 5″ squared grid cell of ocean was surveyed during 1987 through 2014. White depicts regions of the ocean that were never surveyed during
this time period. This illustrates the focus of survey effort was in and near the Grand Manan and Roseway Basin right whale critical habitats (black polygons). Missing
from Panel A is effort by Mingan Island Cetacean Study who have surveyed for rorqual whales from small vessels in the Jacques Cartier Strait region of the GoSL
annually since 1978. Panel B depicts 5″ grid cells surveyed at least once during 2015, 2016 or 2017 in relation to the newly discovered right whale habitat in the Gulf
of St. Lawrence.
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Recent timeline of right whale protection
Cheminements récents de la protection des baleines noires 

(Davies and Brillant 2019)



Whalemap: Communicating science transparently
La communication de notre science de façon transparente

Whalemap.ocean.dal.ca/
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NGO – Industry connection: Fishermen involved with science
ONG et l’industrie: Des pêcheurs s’allient avec la science
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Summary
Sommaire

• Collaboration works

• Aim for transparency, 
always

• Aim for direct 
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Thank You - Merci

11


