Sensitive Species

Gray Whale
(Eschrichtius robustus)

State Status: Sensitive, 1997

Federal Status: None (delisted
from Endangered in 1994)

Recovery Plans: None

State Management Plan: None

Two stocks of gray whales are
recognized: the Eastern North
Pacific stock along western North
America, including Washington, and
the critically endangered Western
North Pacific stock off eastern Asia
(Carretta et al. 2013). Most of the
Eastern North Pacific stock spends
the summer feeding in the Bering,
Chukchi, and Beaufort Seas off
Alaska and Siberia (Rice and
Wolman 1971, Berzin 1984). About 200 gray whales, known as the Pacific Coast Feeding Group, also
summer in waters from southeastern Alaska to northern California (Rice and Wolman 1971, Darling
1984, Rice et al. 1984, Calambokidis et al. 2002, 2010). Recent genetic data suggest that whales in this
group are somewhat distinct from the main stock, but that some interbreeding between the two groups
occurs (Frasier et al. 2011, Lang et al. 2011). Additionally, at least 12 members of the Western North
Pacific stock have been detected visiting waters from off Vancouver Island to Mexico since 2004 (Mate et
al. 2011, Weller et al. 2012).

Figure 1. Gray whale (photo by Chris Johnson).

Gray whales are a coastal species usually found over the continental shelf. Feeding occurs on the sea
bottom in shallow waters. Members of the Eastern North Pacific stock migrate south along the North
American coast from Alaska to Baja California from October to January, then resume migration back
toward northern feeding areas from mid-February to June (Rice and Wolman 1971, Rice et al. 1981,
1984, Rugh et al. 2001). Wintering occurs primarily along the west coast of Baja California, where
shallow lagoons and bays are used for calving in January and February (Rice et al. 1981). In Washington,
southbound migration peaks in December, northbound migration is highest first in late March and early
April, and again in May through early June when mostly females with calves pass by (Calambokidis et al.
1994).

Usually fewer than 20 gray whales visit the inner marine waters of Washington and British Columbia
beginning in about January, with some staying until summer (Orca Network 2011). Six to ten of these are
Pacific Coast whales that return most years to feeding sites near Whidbey and Camano Islands. The
remaining individuals appear unfamiliar with feeding areas, often arrive emaciated, and commonly die of
starvation.

Whaling depleted the Eastern North Pacific stock to between a few hundred and a few thousand whales
by about 1930 (Reilly et al. 1980), but recovery was achieved within 50 years following adequate
protection. The most recent minimum population estimate is about 18,000 whales based on data from
2006-2007 (Figure 2; Carretta et al. 2013). Despite high levels of mortality in 1999 and 2000, the
population is considered to have fluctuated around its average carrying capacity for the last 30 years
(Carretta et al. 2013). Subsistence hunting in Russia, where an average of 123 whales was taken per year
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from 2006 to 2010, is the largest known
source of mortality for the stock. Four gray
whales have also been killed by native
American hunters in recent years, including
two (one unauthorized) by the Makah tribe
in Washington since 1999 and two in Alaska
in 1995. Commercial fisheries and various
types of entanglements are minor causes of
mortality, with a minimum average of three
whales killed annually in U.S. waters
(Carretta et al. 2013). Reports of deaths
from ship strikes average about 1-2 per year,
although this is likely an underestimate.
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Another threat to the species is climate
change, which is causing a loss of sea ice in
some regions of the Arctic. Bluhm and
Gradinger (2008) predicted this will
increase the pelagic prey of gray whales and
decrease benthic prey. Because gray whales | I I | |
feed on both pelagic and benthic prey, they

may be more adaptable and fare better than 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
marine mammals that only feed benthically

(Moore and Huntington 2008). Reductions Year

in sea ice are also expected to expand oil
and gas exploration and shipping in areas
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Figure 2. Estimated abundance of gray whales in the
Eastern North Pacific stock from counts of whales

used by gray whales, which will intensify migrating past Granite Canyon, California (error bars
the risk of oil spills and ship strikes indicate 90% probability intervals; solid line represents
(Hovelsrud et al. 2008). Ocean acidification  the estimated trend of the population with 90% intervals
will probably affect prey abundance. as dashed lines; from Punt and Wade 2010).

Monitoring and research. Survey efforts for gray whales are conducted by NOAA Fisheries and partner
groups, such as Cascadia Research Collective and the Makah Tribe. Updated stock assessments are
regularly derived from survey results and include information on abundance, population trends, and
mortality from fisheries, ship strikes, and other sources. Sightings of gray whales in the inner waters of
Washington are posted monthly by Orca Network (http://www.orcanetwork.org/sightings/map.html).
Research is underway on a number of aspects of the species’ population biology.

Makah Tribe’s proposed whale hunt. The Makah Tribe was given the right to hunt gray whales at
traditional sites under the Treaty of Neah Bay in 1855. The tribe resumed whaling in 1999, but has since
been prevented from doing so by a 2004 court ruling that it must follow the necessary procedures for
obtaining authorization to take whales under the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA). The Makah
have applied for a waiver from the MMPA regulations. The tribe proposes to harvest up to five gray
whales per year and to target only whales migrating through the tribe’s usual and accustomed hunting
area off the northwestern end of the Olympic Peninsula. One of the concerns with the hunt is that it may
negatively impact the small Pacific Coast Feeding Group population, particularly members regularly
occurring off northern Washington and southern VVancouver Island. Similarly, the hunt might result in the
take of members of the highly endangered Western North Pacific stock migrating through this same area
(IWC 20114a, 2011b). A draft environmental impact statement for the hunt was prepared to meet NEPA
requirements in 2008 (NMFS 2008), but review of the document was stopped in May 2012 (NMFS
2012). A new draft environmental impact statement will likely be prepared in 2013 and will incorporate
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new information on the Pacific Coast
Feeding Group and migration patterns in the
Western North Pacific stock.

Management of entanglements and ship
strikes. NOAA Fisheries has expanded its
efforts to document entanglements and ship
strikes of all large whales in the eastern
North Pacific. To better address the problem
of entanglements, the agency has held
disentanglement training sessions and cached
disentanglement equipment at sites in
Washington and elsewhere along the U.S.
west coast.

Stranding responses. NOAA Fisheries

Northwest Region coordinates responses to Figure 3. Dead gray whale that stranded in Samish
strandings of gray whales through the Bay in 2010 (photo by Cascadia Research Collective).
Northwest Region Marine Mammal

Stranding Network, which is comprised of cooperating scientific investigators, institutions, organizations,
and state/federal fish and wildlife agencies. Stranding data are entered into a national database.
Strandings of gray whales are more common than for any other large whale in Washington and Oregon
(Norman et al. 2004), with an average of 4.7 (range of 2 to 11) individuals per year in Washington during
the past decade (NOAA Fisheries, unpublished data). Three strandings of gray whales occurred in
Washington in 2012 (NOAA Fisheries, unpublished data). Cascadia Research samples or necropsies
many of the stranded individuals to determine cause of death, animal condition, and health.

Partners and cooperators: NOAA Fisheries, Cascadia Research Collective, Makah Tribe, Orca
Network, Fisheries and Oceans Canada, Dungeness National Wildlife Refuge, Olympic National Park,
Olympic Coast National Marine Sanctuary, Port Townsend Marine Science Center, Wolftown, Marine
Science and Technology Center at Highline Community College, and local marine mammal stranding
networks.
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