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KEY MESSAGES

Protecting whales has benefits for nature and people

Growing evidence shows whales play a critical role in
maintaining ocean health and our global climate, all while
contributing to a global economy.

Blue corridors are critical ocean habitats for migratory
marine species

Whales rely on critical ocean habitats - areas where they
feed, mate, give birth, nurse young, socialise or migrate.
“Blue corridors” are migration superhighways that allow
marine megafauna to move between these critical habitat
areas, and are essential for their survival.

Whales are an indicator of ocean health, but face
growing threats

Entanglement in fishing gear (bycatch), climate change,
ship strikes, and pollution (chemical, plastic and
underwater noise) are impacting whales, their prey

and their habitats. Whales face several of these threats
simultaneously across their range, which are impacting
recovery of populations and contributing to the decline in
others.

We highlight a new conservation approach for enhanced
cooperation

Threats to whales have evolved; our conservation
approach must evolve too. From local to regional to
international levels, science, civil society, industry, states
and intergovernmental bodies have a role in safeguarding
whales and their migrations, mitigating threats and co-
designing solutions.

We need to act now

Six out of the 13 great whale species are classified

as Endangered or Vulnerable, even after decades of
protection. Some may go extinct within our lifetimes -
unless we act now.

© Naturepl.com / Mark Carwardine / WWF
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ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS

ABN]J

ACCOBAMS

AIS
ALDFG

APMs
ASCOBANS

BBN|
CBD
CCAD

CCAMLR

CITES

CMAR

CMS

cop
CPPS

DOM
EBSA

EEZ
FAO
GES
GGGl

Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction
(including both the High Seas and the
seabed Area)

Agreement on the Conservation

of Cetaceans in the Black Sea,
Mediterranean Sea and Contiguous
Atlantic Area

Automatic identification system

Abandoned, lost or discarded fishing
gear

Associated protective measures

Agreement on the Conservation of
Small Cetaceans of the Baltic, North East
Atlantic, Irish and North Seas

Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction
Convention on Biological Diversity

Central American Commission for
Environment and Development

Commission for the Conservation of
Antarctic Marine Living Resources

Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora

Eastern Tropical Pacific Marine Corridor

Convention on the Conservation of
Migratory Species of Wild Animals

Conference of the Parties

Permanent Commission of the South
Pacific

Dynamic ocean management

Ecologically or biologically significant
area

Exclusive economic zone
Food and Agricultural Organization
Good environmental status

Global Ghost Gear Initiative

IATTC

ICRW

IMMA
IMO
INGO

I0TC
ISA
IUCN

IWC
KBA
MEPC

MPA
MSP
NOAA

OECM

PARCA

PSSA
RFMO

SPRFMO

UN
UNCLOS

UNFCCC

Inter-American Tropical Tuna
Commission

International Convention for the
Regulation of Whaling

Important marine mammal area
International Maritime Organization

International non-government
organization

Indian Ocean Tuna Commission
International Seabed Authority

International Union for Conservation
of Nature

International Whaling Commission
Key biodiversity area

Marine Environment Protection
Committee

Marine protected area
Marine spatial planning

National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration

Other Effective Area-based
Conservation Measures

Environmental Plan for the Central
American Region

Particularly sensitive sea area

Regional fisheries management
organization

South Pacific Regional Fisheries
Management Organization

United Nations

United Nations Convention on the Law
of the Sea

United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change



Whales are a sentinel species for ocean
health. Protecting Blue Corridors outlines a
new collaborative conservation approach to
identify the most critical habitats for whales
and the migratory connections between
them — ultimately to assist the development
of global and regional management plans to
safeguard whales throughout their migratory
pathways, mitigate threats and provide
solutions to governments and industry.

© naturepl.com / Tony Wu / WWF
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Cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) rely on different
critical ocean habitats — areas where they feed, mate, give
birth, nurse young, socialise or migrate — for their survival.!
In their simplest and narrowest sense, “blue corridors” are
migration superhighways for marine megafauna such as
whales. More broadly, the term encompasses the idea that
marine megafauna move among different but ecologically
interconnected areas, and that movement between critical
habitats are essential to their survival.

Drawing on the latest scientific evidence from years of
satellite tracking data and knowledge from the global
research community, this report details the work of WWF,
its partners — including University of California Santa Cruz
and Oregon State University — and many data contributors
to map routes of migratory whales as they move through
international waters, national seas and coastal areas, between
key breeding and foraging locations. Areas covered in the
report include the eastern Pacific Ocean, Indian Ocean,
Southern Ocean, Mediterranean Sea and southwest and
north Atlantic Ocean. Importantly, information gathered for
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these areas attempts to identify where migratory routes and
key areas overlap with a range of emerging and cumulative
threats from human activities.

A sentinel species for ocean health

Whales are some of the ocean’s most inspiring, iconic marine
species. Scientific evidence gathered over the past decade
bears this out, showing that whales play an essential role in
the overall health of our oceans and, by extension, the whole
planet.23

Growing evidence shows that whales help to regulate the
climate by capturing carbon throughout their lifetime — one
whale captures the same amount of carbon as thousands of
trees — but their excrement also fertilizes our oceans, which
in turn fuels phytoplankton, microscopic plants that produce
more than half of the world’s oxygen.? This contribution to
ocean productivity has benefits for nature, for people and
their livelihoods, and for major global industries. Whales
contribute to maintaining the food web of the commercial

fishing industry, for example, which is valued at more than
US$150 billion.?

Economists have sought to quantify the numerous benefits
whales offer in dollars and cents to give further weight to
whales’ extrinsic value. The International Monetary Fund
estimates the value of a single great whale at more than US$2
million, which totals more than US$1 trillion for the current
global population of great whales. The global whale-watching
industry alone is valued at more than US$2 billion annually.>

Whales have intrinsic value, and our oceans need thriving
populations. The benefits they provide — from capturing
carbon to enhancing marine productivity — only strengthen
the case for protecting them.3

Extinction risk “real and imminent”

If healthy whale populations are an indicator of overall
marine ecosystem health, there is growing concern. A third of
the world’s cetaceans are now classified by the International
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as Threatened,

meaning they have either a high, very high or extremely high
risk of extinction in the wild. Six out of the 13 great whale
species are classified as Endangered or Vulnerable, even
after decades of protection after commercial whaling.4 The
extinction risk to cetaceans is “real and imminent” according
to more than 350 scientists and conservationists - WWF
experts among them — who signed an open letter in 2020
calling for global action to protect cetaceans from extinction.s
More than half of all species are of conservation concern.

In 2020, the IUCN listed the North Atlantic right whale

as Critically Endangered. In 2021, experts released a new
population estimate, raising alarm that the iconic species is
at the lowest point in about 20 years, numbering only 366
individuals — a decline of 30 per cent over the past 10 years.®

They join species such as the critically endangered vaquita
porpoise, only found in the upper Gulf of California,

Mexico; the species sits poised on the verge of extinction,
with an estimated population size that may be as low as 10
individuals. In New Zealand, Maui dolphins are also in urgent
need of complete threat removal to enable their recovery,
with only about 60 individuals remaining.

Threats to whales are increasing

In countless areas around the globe, cetaceans are under
threat from human activities. An estimated 300,000
cetaceans are killed each year as a result of entanglement in
fishing gear and ghost net,” while populations are impacted
from overfishing, increasing ship traffic,®° underwater noise,®
pollution,™ offshore development, and climate change.’

These threats are often occurring in concert and overlap
with whales’ critical habitats and migration routes, working
to create a hazardous and at times fatal obstacle course for
whales travelling between breeding and foraging areas. For
example, between 2017 and 2021, 34 North Atlantic right
whales died off the Canadian and United States coasts from
ship strikes and entanglement in fishing gear.* Just one
death jeopardizes this population’s survival. As this report
emphasizes, it is not just one threat that is causing significant
decline in whale populations (as well as the health of
remaining individuals), it is many threats, working together,
that are causing cumulative and often deadly impacts.

During the 20th century, nearly 3 million whales were
commercially harvested, driving many species to the brink

of extinction.’s While a significant reduction of commercial
whaling has allowed some populations to bounce back, new
threats have emerged'®” that are making the migratory routes
of whales and other marine species increasingly difficult and
dangerous to navigate. As the threats to whales evolve, our
conservation approach must evolve with them across their
entire range.
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Marine connectivity conservation for whales

This report draws on a conservation practice already widely
used on land, known as “connectivity conservation”, but
applies it to the world’s seas and through a singular focus on
whales, which are considered “umbrella species” — that is,
representatives of the biodiversity of the complex ecosystems
they inhabit. Put simply, this means conserving whales across
their entire range will also help many other species.*

Connectivity conservation is a concept that recognizes that
species survive and adapt better when their habitats are
managed and protected as large, interconnected networks.
Marine protected areas (MPAs) are conservation tools
intended to protect biodiversity, promote healthy and
resilient marine ecosystems, and provide societal benefits.!®

The IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas
Connectivity Conservation Specialist Group and Marine
Connectivity Working Group, of which WWF experts are
members, define connectivity conservation as the action

of individuals, communities, institutions and businesses

to maintain, enhance and restore ecological flows, species
movement and dynamic processes across intact and
fragmented environments. In essence, this is what our report
seeks to achieve, and in applying these lessons learned on
land to our seas, protect migratory whales into the future.

Protecting blue corridors for whales requires a holistic
strategy, one that engages multiple international and regional
organizations responsible for formulating policies across

a range of areas and industries, from fisheries to shipping,
among them the International Whaling Commission, the
International Maritime Organization and regional fisheries
management organizations, and international conservation
agreements such as the Commission for the Conservation of
Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR).

Engagement with the United Nations (UN) is particularly
critical at this time, given its current negotiations over a
new treaty for the high seas. The high seas make up two
thirds of the Earth’s oceans, yet no overarching treaty
exists to conserve vulnerable species and ecosystems in
these waters. Today, only about 7.91 per cent of the world’s
oceans are protected in actively managed MPAs. WWF, the
scientific community and over 75 governments have all now
backed a call to protect 30% of our ocean by 2030 through
implementing networks of marine protected areas or other
effective area based conservation measures (OECMs).2*' This
is commonly known as the 30x30 pledge.>>23
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Mapping the groundwork for urgent action

This report lays the groundwork for engagement with
policymakers from all these organizations by synthesizing the
latest science and data specific to each of their policy areas —
to date largely occurring independently of each other — and
bringing this information together for the first time in one
view.

Drawing on the latest scientific data from years of satellite
tracking effort and knowledge from the global research
community, this report details the work of many research
groups to map routes of migratory whales as they move
through international waters, national seas and coastal areas,
between key breeding and foraging locations. Importantly,
the information gathered presents an illustrative snapshot
of migratory routes and key ocean areas that overlap with
a range of emerging and cumulative threats from human
activities. There is still much more to discover about
migration of many whale populations.

Our goal is for policymakers to see this bigger picture and
armed with this knowledge, work together to formulate
complementary policies for cumulative benefit. To help
inform this work, the report identifies key conservation
opportunities globally and some innovative solutions
available to governments, policymakers and industry to
safeguard whales, their migrations and their critical habitats
for future generations.

In terms of their execution, we require a suite of responses
to tackle the multiple threats, from reducing bycatch and
shipping impacts in key hotspots to establishing networks

of MPAs. As some whales’ migration span across ocean
basins, networks of protected areas will need to be large and
potentially mobile where boundaries shift across space and
time, as climate change impacts dynamic habitats and causes
shifts in species range.2

As for when this collective work needs to be done, the
answer is now. The open letter from cetacean scientists
worldwide# states: “The lack of concrete action to address
threats adversely affecting cetaceans in our increasingly busy,
polluted, over-exploited and human-dominated seas and
major river systems, means that many, one after another,
will likely be declared extinct within our lifetimes ... Whales,
dolphins and porpoises are seen and enjoyed all over the
world, and are valued as sentient, intelligent, social and
inspiring species; we should not deny future generations the
opportunity to experience them.”*

Zooplankton, Fish

BIOLOGICAL
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Base of the euphotic zone
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Figure 1: An illustration of the “whale pump”, where whales release nutrients such as iron, carbon, nitrogen and sulphur from deep, nutrient-rich waters in
shallower waters via feeding and excretion.*
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Population: ~10,000
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Whales move across ocean basins as they travel between feeding and breeding areas, in and out of
international and national waters. Some migrations are seasonal, some are year-round.

For the first time, we present a global view of blue corridors for whales, combining satellite tracking
data from over 845 tags. They help uncover the migration patterns of whales and the locations and
characteristics of their critical habitats.
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