Whales of the southwest

case study

Southern Right Whale (Photograph: C Burton)

The Order, Cetacea, including whales, dolphins and lobtailing and flipper-slapping, making it very popular for
porpoises, are warm blooded, air breathing marine mammals whale watching tours.
that give birth to live young.
There are several whale-watching tours in the region and the
Three species of large baleen whales (conservation activity is an important part of the local tourist economy.
dependent Humpback, endangered Blue and endangered Whales play an important role in stabilising the aquatic food
Southern right) have shown consistent, seasonal use of chain and reproduction of other species.
habitat in the southwest region of Australia for key life
Whales maintain nutrients in the ‘photic zone’ by pooing and
processes.
complement vertical mixing of the nutrient rich waters
A baleen whale is toothless and is named for their baleen promoting habitat for phytoplankton, which form the basis of
plates, with coarse bristles, that filter out food from the the food web, and also remove carbon from the atmosphere.
water.

Values
Western Australia’s South West has Australia’s longest whale
-watching season, taking place at Flinders Bay, Augusta from
June to August and Geographe Bay from September to early
December.

Threats
There are many threats to whales including chemical and
noise pollution, disease, entanglement and climate change.
Most whales and dolphins are at risk from entanglements; as
a result of rubbish, marine debris or marine industry
activities.

The humpback whale is renowned for being one of the most
energetic of the large whales with its spectacular breaching,

SOUTH WEST SNAPSHOT
southwestsnapshot.com.au

This project is supported by the South West
Catchments Council, through funding from the
Australian Government’s National Landcare Program.

Research

Some large whale species (humpback whales and southern
right whales), which make annual migrations to inshore
In addition to early whale research work off Perth, Shark Bay
Australian waters to breed and give birth, are still making a
and the NW, boat based monitoring from whale watching
gradual recovery from the impacts of whaling in the last
vessels of Pygmy blue, Humpback and Southern right whales
century.
began in Geographe and Flinders Bays in 1993 and 1994
This recovery has coincided with a growth in coastal respectively, and continued until 2003.
development, fishing activities, aquaculture and other off
Subsequent small vessel monitoring in Geographe Bay
shore infrastructure. Much of this activity is within the
continues through to the present, with complementary land
migratory paths of these marine mammals.
based monitoring from 2002.
As a result there has been an increase in the reported
Collaboration with Universities extended research into
incidence of whale entanglement in Australian waters in
genetics of Blue whales, marine acoustic monitoring of whale
recent years.
vocalisations and fine scale monitoring of whale movement
and small vessel interactions.

Overview

As a result of the long-term research, large data sets have
Flinders Bay is regularly used by recovering southern right accumulated for each species on sightings, behaviour, photowhales (for breeding and resting) and humpback whales (for id and acoustics all of which require detailed analysis.
migration); while Geographe Bay is regularly used by all
species (for resting, breeding and/or migration).
New evidence is suggestive that Geographe Bay is
increasingly used by southern right whales and humpback
whales; and for southern right whales is suggestive of having
reached the criteria for listing it as an emerging aggregation
area (Figure 1).
Geographe Bay is also a recognized migratory area for pygmy
blue and humpback whales. Mothers with their newly born
calves migrate through on their way back to high latitude
feeding grounds. There has been an increase in observed
numbers of Humpbacks during the land-based monitoring at
Pt Picquet over the past 14 years, and little change in
numbers of blue and southern right whales (Figure 2).
The long-term land based whale monitoring study has been
conducted from Pt. Picquet, a small headland on the Cape
Naturaliste peninsular, between Dunsborough and Eagle Bay
(Figure 3). Small vessel research occurs within 5nm out from
the shoreline of this peninsular on good weather days.
While little is known of larger toothed whales in the region, it
is clear that some species use the area during mass stranding
events; e.g. pilot whales, false killer whales, and other
related species.

Conservation actions & activities
The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
classifies humpbacks as least concern on its Red List of
Threatened Species.
Commercial whaling of humpback whales is prohibited by the
International Whaling Commission. Nevertheless, some
humpbacks are still hunted for subsistence, cultural and
scientific purposes.

Humpback facts
Female humpbacks are bigger than the males;
from 45-50 feet (15-17m) to the males’ 40-48
feet.
Humpbacks feed in Polar waters on krill, small
shrimp-like animals, and eat up to 1.5 tonnes
of this food a day.
Like other Baleen whales, humpbacks have
baleen plates hanging from the top jaw, not
teeth, which trap and sieve food from
mouthfuls of water prior to swallowing.
Humpbacks are acrobatic animals, often
breaching their full body almost completely
out of the water.
Humpback whales vocalise, and their songs are
varying and complex with each population
singing its own unique song, with changes
occurring each season.
Their songs are not inborn – they learn them
from each other.
Humpbacks migrate south along the coast of
WA from August to feed in Antarctic waters
over summer and then return, heading north
from May to August to breed in tropical
waters.

Pygmy blue and Southern Right Whales are classified as
endangered and migratory species (EPBC, IUCN).
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Figure 1:
Migration pathways for
Blue, Humpback and
Southern right whales
in the south west of
Australia.

Figure 2:
Number of whales recorded
per year at Pt Picquet,
Geographe Bay.

Figure 3: Position of Pt Picquet land based station on Cape Naturaliste, Geographe Bay.
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Call to action

Humpback whale breaching
(Photograph: C. Burton)

Whales and dolphins can become tangled in
netting and pot ropes. If you see this, you can
report it.
More information about who to contact is here:
http://www.environment.gov.au/marine/marinespecies/cetaceans/entanglements
Whales and dolphins may be disturbed by the
presence of people, whether they are on the
land, in a boat or aircraft as well as activities such
as swimming and diving, feeding, touching, and
making noise. The potential problems from
disturbance may include disruption of behaviour,
displacement from important habitat areas, and
reduced breeding success.
To find out how to watch whales safely and
responsibly, go to: https://www.dpaw.wa.gov.au/
management/marine/marine-wildlife/whalewatching
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