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• A Brief History of Whaling
While whaling has been conducted for centuries, the sheer size and speed of many
whales meant that they were off limits to the whalers.  But, in the mid-1800s, whaling
entered the industrial age with the invention of the exploding harpoon.  This, in
addition to advances in ship building technology, made whalers deadlier and able to
travel farther and faster.  By the early 1900s, industrial scale whaling was decimating
whale populations in the farthest corners of the planet.  Japanese whalers alone, in
less than 30 years, went from killing about 15 whales per year in the 1880s to killing
over 1000 whales per year by 1907.  By 1930, 80% of the great whale species were
feared to be on the verge of extinction.

• The Southern Ocean
The Southern Ocean surrounds Antarctica and extends north to between 50 and 60
degrees latitude.  It is an area of stark beauty that, to the unfamiliar eye, might seem
completely inhospitable. In fact, its nutrient-rich waters support an abundance of life
that, at one time, included thriving populations of whales.

The Southern Ocean is the feeding ground for 80% of the world’s great whales. It has
also been the killing fields of the whaling industry.  In the mid-1800s, the Southern
Ocean was home to as many as 650,000 fin whales and 250,000 blue whales.
Today, fin whales have declined to as few as 12,000 and the blue whales may
number no more than 400. Recognizing the need to provide a refuge for whale
populations, the International Whaling Commission designated the entire whale
feeding grounds of the Southern Ocean as a whale sanctuary in 1994.

• The International Whaling Commission
In 1946, the International Whaling Commission (IWC) was formed in recognition of
the fact that whale populations were being severely depleted. The IWC is the body
recognized by the UN as having responsibility for the world’s whales. In 1982, the
IWC voted to enact a moratorium on commercial whaling that began in 1986.  The
moratorium, subject to an annual vote by IWC members, has remained in effect, but
its fate remains precarious in the face of Japan’s aggressive efforts to overturn it.  In
an effort to maintain its capacity to resume commercial whaling despite the
moratorium, the Japanese government exploits a loophole that allows for “research”
whaling.  The Japanese government openly states that the purpose of its “research”
whaling is to pave the way for the resumption of large-scale commercial whaling in
the Antarctic.

• “Research” Whaling
In 1987, one year after the IWC moratorium on commercial whaling took effect, the
Japanese commercial whaling industry took advantage of a loophole allowing
“research” whaling and reorganized itself into a “research” whaling operation. Three
of the largest whaling companies formed a new whaling company, Kyodo Senpaku,
which to this day, operates the whaling fleet in a nearly identical form to its openly
commercial predecessors.
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IWC member nations and many of the world’s leading whale scientists have called on Japan to revise
or eliminate its “research” whaling, noting that modern, non-lethal methods for obtaining information
not only exist, but result in a better understanding of whales’ roles in their ecosystems.  Despite the
passage of nearly two dozen IWC resolutions urging Japan to withdraw or revise their proposals, the
Japanese government continues to issue special permits to the whaling industry for larger and larger
annual quotas.  In fact, in 2005 the Japanese government more than doubled their quota for minke
whales to 935, and expanded their hunt to include endangered fin whales. Japan also has plans to
start hunting endangered humpback whales later this year.

• Government Response
Many countries are putting significant pressure on Japan to abandon its thinly disguised commercial
whaling program. On January 17, 2006, seventeen countries issued a strongly worded call to the
Japanese Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan to join the international community,
cease lethal scientific research on whales and assure the return of the whaling fleet from the Southern
Ocean. The countries were Argentina, Australia, Austria, Brazil, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany,
Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Mexico, New Zealand, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.

• U.S. Silence
The U.S. Government was conspicuously absent from the multilateral appeal to Japan to end whaling.
In the past, when the U.S. has chosen not to participate in joint criticisms of Japan’s whaling program,
it has delivered an independent statement. According to the State Department, the U.S. has no plans
to do so this time. This silence comes among troubling reports that the U.S. Government is
undergoing a secret review of its policy on whaling. With a long record of opposition to whaling and
vocal support for whale conservation, any changes to U.S. policy under consideration are unlikely to
be good news for whales or welcomed by the American people.

• Gorton’s of Gloucester Linked to Whale Killing
Japan’s whaling program is not just a government operation, it is big business. For international
seafood giant Nippon Suisan (Nissui), a major stake in “research” whaling means a chance at a big
slice of the profits from selling whale meat, which could reach as high as $100 million or more this
year. Nissui is responsible for killing over 175,000 whales since the 1930’s, including more than
44,000 fin whales.

In 2001, Nissui purchased Gorton’s of Gloucester, the best selling frozen seafood brand in the U.S.
With annual sales around $200 million, Gorton’s contribution to Nissui’s bottom line is huge and
critical to Nissui’s success.  Gorton’s is aware of its parent company’s involvement in whaling, but so
far Gorton’s executives have denied demands from Greenpeace, the Humane Society of the United
States, and the Environmental Investigation Agency to use their influence to bring an end to whaling.

Americans are not going to support a company with ties to whale killing.  If Nissui is serious about
succeeding in the United States, they are going to have to listen to public opinion, which clearly
opposes whaling.  Gorton’s must make it clear to Nissui what is at stake: Nissui can continue to
participate in the dead end business of whaling, and consequently lose the support of American
consumers, or Nissui can put an end to the bloody business of whaling once and for all.


