
 
 
 

Japan’s whaling subsidies 
The collapse of the whale meat market 
March 2012 
_____________________________________________________________________
Summary 
When the moratorium on commercial whaling came into effect in 1987, the Japanese whaling 
industry was able to take advantage of a loophole to create a ‘scientific’ whaling operation. Run 
by the Institute of Cetacean Research (ICR) and conducted by Kyodo Senpaku, ‘research’ 
whaling is supported by sales of whale meat and taxpayer subsidies. This enabled between 300 
to 400 whales to be hunted a year for the first decade, and increasingly more in the years after as 
targets were raised. While more whales were caught each year, however, the market for whale 
meat weakened, eventually burdening the ICR with such high debts that even increasingly larger 
subsidies could not keep it out of financial trouble. The debt was reported to be 1.9bn yen in 
February 2011. 

In September 2011, the Fisheries Agency of Japan succeeded in diverting 2.28bn yen into 
whaling from funds allocated by the Japanese government for reconstruction work in the wake of 
the 11 March 2011 tsunami. About 80% of this was to be spent on ‘supporting whaling research’ 
with 20% for fleet security. It appears that much of the ICR’s debt has now been retired by the 
reconstruction funds. Even so, the ICR’s leadership has acknowledged that it is no longer 
possible to support the programme through sales of whale meat alone, and has called on Japan’s 
government to restructure the programme so that the government plays a central role in its 
funding.  

Most of the funding for fleet security was spent to charter a vessel, the Shonan Maru 2, a former 
member of the fleet that is owned and operated by Kyodo Senpaku, the same company that owns 
and operates the whaling fleet. 

 

How the whaling industry is organised 
The ICR and Kyodo Senpaku were created in 1987 when the International Whaling Commission’s 
moratorium on commercial whaling came into effect. Japan’s last pelagic whaling company was 
dissolved, and its ships and crew were transferred to Kyodo Senpaku. The ICR, created at the 
same time with funding from Kyodo Senpaku, then chartered the ships from Kyodo Senpaku. All 
of Japan’s high seas whaling since 1987 has been conducted with ships chartered from Kyodo 
Senpaku. 

The ICR is technically a NGO, but it has enjoyed government subsidies since its inception. 

 
Subsidy per year for JARPA and JARPN, paid to the ICR  

       1987/88 88/89 89/90 
       355 527 562 

1990/91 91/92 92/93 93/94 94/95 95/96 96/97 97/98 98/99 99/00 
563 556 556 544 558 558 558 568 563 562 

2000/01 01/02 02/03 03/04 04/05 05/06 06/07 07/08 08/09 09/10 
562 564 564 513 538 538 538 909 875 795 

2010/11 11/12 12/13        

All 
figures 

in 
millions 
of yen 

795 2,715 1,104 (requested)       
 

Notes:  
1. JARPA, Japan’s Research Programme in the Antarctic 

2. JARPA II, Japan’s Research Programme in the North Pacific 
3. The totals for 07/08, 08/09 and 11/12 include supplemental grants  

of 370, 337 and 2,000 respectively. 
 

 



 
 
 
 
The fall in sales and mounting debts 
Initially the ICR operated only in the Antarctic, taking 330 whales a year from 1987 to 1994, and 440 whales a year 
from 1995 to 2004. It expanded its operation into the North Pacific in 1994. For the first decade of operations it was 
able to cover its operating costs from sales of meat, but the amount of meat being sold in Japan has steeply 
declined. 
 

 
 

In 2001 the ICR reported a shortfall between projected and actual income for the first time.  

As the market for whale meat continued to weaken and sales dropped, the ICR responded by creating a marketing 
division, but the operation was not able to halt the decline and it was disbanded a few years later. In 2005 the ICR 
took its largest catch ever, but also posted its largest shortfall to that date - about half a billion yen – with much of 
the meat remaining unsold. 

The supply of unsold meat in storage has increased because of the shrinking market.  
Year 97/98 98/99 99/00 00/01 01/02 02/03 03/04 04/05 05/06 06/07 07/08 08/09 09/10 10/11 
Catch 539 490 528 597 684 700 759 815 1,214 868 872 993 779 444 

Tonnes in 
storage 2,600 2,200 2,700 2,400 3,100 2,700 4,000 4,800 6,000 4,600 4,200 5,300 6,000 5,900 

 
1. The ‘tonnes in storage’ figure is the peak for each year. 

The Tokyo Shimbun – a major Japanese newspaper – reported in January 2012 that the stockpile of unsold meat is 
almost three times as high now as it was 10 years ago. The stockpile has continued to grow, despite the low 
catches in 2011 and the loss of 300 tonnes of frozen stock in the March 2011 tsunami. The paper attributed the 
weak market largely to the fact that whale meat is expensive and appeals only to older consumers for nostalgic 
reasons. Polls commissioned by Greenpeace Japan support this, showing that whale meat consumption, which is 
not widespread in Japan in any case, is largely confined to older people. 

 
The subsidies 
As sales continued to fall the subsidy began to 
increase. When the increases began in 2007/08, the 
first two were in the form of supplements to the base 
subsidy of about 540m yen.  

Supplemental subsidies 
2007/2008 2008/2009 

370 337 
 
All figures in millions of yen



 
 
 
In 2009, the base subsidy was raised, but even with the increased subsidy the ICR continued to slide into debt. By 
February 2011 it was roughly 1.9bn yen in debt according to a report dated 25 February in the Japanese 
newspaper Minato Shimbun. The biggest supplemental subsidy of all came in the fall of 2011 when the Fisheries 
Agency of Japan succeeded in diverting 2.28bn yen into whaling from funds allocated by the Japanese government 
for reconstruction work in the wake of the 11 March tsunami and ensuing Fukushima nuclear disasters. This was 
added to the already increased base subsidy of 715m yen given to the whaling industry in 2011.   

The increased funding was widely and incorrectly described as a grant to protect Japan’s whalers in the Antarctic 
but in fact only about 20% of the money went for security. According to the Wall Street Journal Japan, 480m yen 
was allocated to fleet protection, with the remaining 1.8bn going to ‘supporting whale research’. Most of this 1.8bn 
would have been available for retiring the ICR’s debts. Only about 12% of the diverted reconstruction funds were 
earmarked for coastal whaling and not given to the ICR. It is not clear if all of the 12% will be spent in the tsunami-
affected area. 

 

 
 Recycling the subsidy 
 This year, a patrol vessel accompanied Japan’s Antarctic whaling fleet for the first time. The 
 Shonan Maru 2 was painted white, like a coastguard vessel, carried Coast Guard officers and had 
 ‘Government of Japan’ painted on its side. But it was not a Coast Guard vessel; it was a Fisheries 
 Agency patrol vessel, chartered from Kyodo Senpaku. The Shonan Maru 2 is a former whaling 
 vessel, one of those given to Kyodo Senpaku when it was formed in 1987, and in 2009/10 it was 
 listed on Japan’s scientific permit as a member of the whaling fleet. So the charter fees for  
 protecting the fleet are going to the same company that charters the whaling fleet to the ICR – 
 Kyodo Senpaku, a firm that has been given a government contract to protect its own vessels. 

 

 

The future - what the industry wants 
The financial problems of the ICR have now reached the point where it is appealing to the government to be 
nationalised. This was foreshadowed in a press conference held on 20 January 2012 led by the ICR, Kyodo 
Senpaku and the Japan Whaling Association. Kazuo Yamamura, president of Kyodo Senpaku and acting chair of 
the JWA, stated that due to falling demand for whale meat they had been forced to lay off workers and that it was 
‘increasingly difficult’ to cover the costs of the programme by the sale of products. He asked the government to take 
a ‘central role’ in the whaling operation.  

At a joint meeting of the Democratic Party’s Diet Council on Whaling and the Fisheries Policy Working Team on 24 
January 2012, Yamamura repeated his statement that the operation could no longer pay for itself through meat 
sales, saying that the operation should become a government operation and the research regime should be 
restructured so that national government takes the central role. At the same meeting, four organisations – Japan 
Whaling Association, Kyodo Senpaku, Japan Small Cetacean Whaling Association and the National Municipalities 
Liaison Council to Protect Whaling – jointly asked for a stable continuation of research whaling, which can only be 
done with increased financial support, and a review of the existing research regime. So far, the Japanese 
government has not indicated its intention to nationalise the programme. 

 

What Greenpeace wants 
Greenpeace is opposed to all commercial whaling, including so called ‘research’ whaling. We call on the 
government of Japan to immediately end the subsidy that allows the Antarctic expeditions to take place 
and so bring about an end of whaling in the Southern Ocean whale sanctuary. 
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