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Executive Summary

She had been struck by passing vessels before, twice that 
we know of, but survived. This time the wound was fatal. 
The injury was so severe that some of her organs were 
beginning to protrude from a 6-foot cut on her back.² 
She had also been entangled in fishing gear at least five 
separate times.³ That is five times that she had heavy 
lines cutting into her flesh, creating scars she would 
bear to the end of her life. These lines may have dragged 
lobster traps or crab pots weighing hundreds of pounds. 
This load would have slowed her down, making her 
journeys painful and arduous, while also interfering with 
basic activities, like feeding, mating and bearing young. 

Despite the hardships she faced, Punctuation gave birth 
to eight calves between 1986 and 2016, two of which 
had calves of their own.⁴ Over the years, violent ship 
strikes and slow, brutal deaths from entanglements in 
fishing gear picked off some of Punctuation’s offspring.⁵  
These deaths make the future of her family lineage bleak.

The story of Punctuation’s family is just one of many 
tragedies unfolding off the Atlantic coast of the U.S. and 
Canada. The entire North Atlantic right whale population 
is teetering on the brink of extinction with an alarmingly 
accelerated decline in recent years. Approximately 400 
individuals remain, and less than a quarter of them 
are breeding females. Every single death increases the 
urgency with which we must act if these beautiful animals 
are to have a future. The smaller this population gets, the 
more difficult it becomes for it to recover. At some point, 
if trends continue, recovery will simply be impossible.  

Oceana calls for the following actions to be taken as soon as 
possible by the U.S. and Canadian governments:

Punctuation was a grandmother when she was killed 
in June of 2019 after a vessel collided with her. The 
North Atlantic right whale matriarch was named 
for the comma and hyphen-shaped markings on her 
head that helped researchers identify her. She had 
been spotted more than 250 times throughout her 
life as she traveled between calving waters off the 
southeast coast of the United States and feeding 
grounds in New England and Canada.¹ 

• Reduce the amount of vertical lines used in fixed-gear 
fisheries in U.S. and Canadian Atlantic waters.

• Implement effective fisheries closures that remove 
threats to right whales when they are present.

• Modify fishing gear and practices to reduce the 
likelihood and severity of entanglements.

• Enhance fisheries monitoring and require public 
tracking of fishing vessels.

• Enact seasonal speed restrictions in areas where right 
whales are known to frequent and implement short-
term restrictions in additional areas when they are 
detected.

• Provide long-term funding and capacity building for 
research, monitoring and risk reduction.

• Expand and strengthen response networks comprising 
researchers, environmental organizations, industry 
groups and stakeholders, and government decision-
makers to help manage the crisis and start rebuilding 
the population.

© Nick Hawkins

The two greatest threats to North Atlantic right whales 
are entanglements in fishing gear and collisions with 
ships. In 2019, researchers looked at the causes of 70 
North Atlantic right whale deaths recorded between 
2003 and 2018 in the U.S. and Canada. Where the cause 
of death could be determined, nearly 90% died as a direct 
result of fishing gear entanglements or ship strikes.⁶ 

The U.S. and Canadian governments must act swiftly to 
halt this catastrophic downturn. If nothing changes, we 
could see the first large whale go extinct in the Atlantic 
Ocean in centuries. Protections have worked in the past, but 
recent deaths make it clear that more needs to be done. 

Punctuation
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The Right Whale for 
the Wrong Reasons
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North Atlantic right whales⁷ are said to have 
been so named because they were often found 
near shore, swim slowly and tend to float when 
killed, which made them the “right” whale to 
hunt.⁸ And hunted they were, aggressively, until 
the League of Nations banned whaling for this 
species in 1935.⁹ The ban was almost too late. 
By the 1920s, perhaps fewer than 100 of the 
animals remained.¹⁰

These giants were once found from Bermuda to 
Canada, across the North Atlantic around Iceland and 
Norway, and as far south as the northwestern coast of 
Africa.¹¹ Peak population estimates ranged from 9,000 
to 21,000 animals.¹² Today they are found only along 
the East Coast of the U.S. and Canada, with occasional 
sightings in Europe and Iceland.¹³ After the whaling era, 
the population had crept back up to as many as 483 
individuals in 2010, but that progress has reversed.¹⁴  
Today, only around 400 animals remain.¹⁵ If trends of 
the last decade continue, extinction is inevitable.¹⁶

Right whales do not reach reproductive maturity until 
around 10 years of age. They typically only produce 
one calf after a year-long pregnancy every three to 
five years.¹⁷ However, the trauma caused by chronic 
fishing gear entanglements and other stressors has 
now increased the calving interval to every 10 years,¹⁸  
and fewer than 100 breeding females remain.¹⁹ These 
reproductive challenges are making recovery difficult. 

Climate change is adding additional stress to the 
population, as the distribution of right whales’ preferred 
food – tiny animals called copepods – shift further 
north as waters warm.²⁰ This can add an extra 750 miles 
(1,200 km) to the right whales’ migration along the 
Atlantic Coast. Traveling this additional distance can be 
physically draining, especially for pregnant females.²¹ 
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North Atlantic right whales have been swimming 
along extinction’s cliff for nearly a hundred years, but 
events over the last several years might push them 
over the edge. In 2017, after the known deaths of 
17 right whales in U.S. and Canadian waters, the U.S. 
government declared an “unusual mortality event.”²² 
In 2018, three more whales were found dead in U.S. 
waters,²³ and just halfway through 2019, eight more 
were found dead in Canadian waters.²⁴  

To put this in perspective, as of August 2019, 28 whales 
died in less than three years – roughly 7% of the entire 
right whale population. This would be like losing more 
than 560 million people on this planet, over just a few 
years. But actual mortality is likely much higher since 
we only observe about 17% of dead whales – there are 
many more that die that we never see.²⁵ 

In 2018, U.S. government scientists estimated the 
number of right whales that can be killed by human 
actions in a year while still allowing the population to 
recover. Disturbingly, they found that the population 
can tolerate less than one death per year, or it will not 
recover.²⁶ In other words, every single loss threatens 
the species’ recovery. This calculation also depends on 
right whales reproducing – something we cannot count 
on every year. In the 2017/2018 calving season, no 
new calves were spotted.²⁷ In the 2018/2019 season, 
observers saw seven new calves, but this gain was 
erased by the eight dead adult whales that were found 
in June and July 2019.²⁸ 

© Nick Hawkins

Right whales are on 
a trajectory toward 
extinction.

We must act now 
to reverse course  
before it is too late to 
save them.

Sounding the Alarm
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A Gauntlet of Threats 
in a Changing Ocean
Human activities like shipping and fishing 
continue to put North Atlantic right whales 
at risk and even more dangers are on the 
horizon. Continued fishing (with more 
numerous and ever stronger lines in the 
water) – along with ship strikes, ocean noise 
and offshore energy development – all 
increase the threat to this species. 

One of the two leading causes of right whale injury and 
death is entanglement in fixed gear used in fisheries for 
lobster, snow crab and bottom-dwelling fish like halibut, 
flounder and cod.²⁹ These fisheries use traps, pots and 
anchored gillnets with vertical lines connected to buoys 
floating on the surface, which are used to locate and 
retrieve the gear. A jungle of roughly 1 million lines 
sprawls across right whale migration routes and feeding 
areas in the U.S. and Canada.³⁰ These ropes have been 
seen wrapped around right whales’ mouths, fins, tails and 
bodies.³¹  

Fishing gear from the U.S. and Canada entangles an 
estimated 100 right whales each year,³² and about 83% 
of all right whales have been entangled at least once.³³  
Between 2010 and 2016, where the cause could be 
determined, 85% of right whale deaths were due to 
entanglement in fishing gear.³⁴ The odds of entanglement 
are increasing by 6.3% each year due to the right whales’ 
shifting range and exposure to more fishing gear.³⁵  

Whales have been documented dragging lines attached 
to heavy fishing gear for months — in one case nearly 
a year. This slows them down, making it difficult to 
swim, reproduce and feed, and in some cases, can cause 
drowning.³⁶  The lines cut into the whales’ flesh, leading to 
life-threatening infections, and are so strong that they have 
severed fins, tails, and cut into bone.³⁷ This is a slow, painful 
way to die.

Fishing

Collisions with ships are the other leading cause of right whale 
deaths. Right whales are slow, swimming around 6 miles (9.7 
km) per hour, usually near the water’s surface.³⁸ They are also 
dark-skinned and lack a dorsal fin, making them very difficult 
to spot, especially in unfavorable weather conditions or at 
night. Studies have found that the speed of a vessel is a 
major factor in ship-related collisions with right whales.³⁹ 
At normal operating speeds, ships cannot maneuver to 
avoid them, and right whales swim too slowly to be able 
to move out of the way. This puts right whales at great risk 
of strikes, which can cause deadly injuries from blunt force 
trauma or cuts from the propellers.⁴⁰ In addition to ship 
strikes, ship noise adds ongoing stress that can affect right 
whale health.⁴¹ 

Of the eight dead right whales found in Canada in June and 
July 2019, three were determined to have been killed by ship 
strikes.⁴² This is a wake-up call, demonstrating that current 
measures to protect right whales from ships are not enough, 
especially in light of shifting whale distributions. 

Shipping

In addition to the threats from fishing gear entanglements 
and ship strikes, a wide range of threats from other industrial 
activities are emerging throughout the right whales’ 
range. An expanding “blue economy” will potentially add 
renewable energy installations, offshore aquaculture and 
other activities to the already-congested areas that are 
important to this species. Seismic airgun blasting, a process 
used to search for oil and gas deep below the seafloor, 
creates one of the loudest human-made sounds in the 
ocean.⁴³ In the U.S., the Trump administration plans to allow 
several companies to perform seismic airgun blasting across 
huge swaths of right whale habitat.⁴⁴ Experts have warned 
that the proposed seismic airgun blasting in the Atlantic 
is likely to have significant, long-lasting and widespread 
impacts on the reproduction and survival of marine mammal 
populations, including the right whale.⁴⁵

Emerging Threats
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Solutions

FISHING GEAR ENTANGLEMENTS

To reduce the risk of North Atlantic right 
whale entanglements in fishing gear, the U.S. 
and Canadian governments need to reduce 
the amount of vertical lines used in fixed-gear 
fisheries in Atlantic waters. Both the U.S. and 
Canadian governments also need to implement 
effective time-area management, under which 
managers would temporarily close fishing 
in areas when right whales are spotted, and 
seasonally close areas where right whales are 
known or expected to aggregate. The two 
governments should work with the fishing 
industry to explore ways to reduce the number 
of lines in the water, including investing in 
ropeless technology or other gears that will 
release upon encounters with large animals like 
right whales. 

SHIP STRIKES

Science has shown that mandatory season-long 
speed limits of 10 knots in certain areas reduced 
lethal ship collision risk levels by 86%.⁴⁶ In order 
to reduce right whale death by ship strike, 
current seasonal management areas should be 
extended to new areas where right whales are 
frequenting and voluntary speed restrictions 
should become mandatory. The U.S. and 
Canadian governments should limit vessel speed 
to eliminate the threat of ship strikes to right 
whales and immediately review the possibility of 
rerouting shipping traffic. 

EMERGING THREATS

Seismic airgun blasting and expanding offshore 
oil and gas drilling would wreak havoc on the 
already struggling right whale population. These 
activities should not be allowed off the U.S. 
Atlantic coast. In Atlantic Canada, no seismic 
activity should occur in right whale habitat. 
All industrial activities must be carefully 
considered to reduce risk to right whales.

TRANSPARENCY

To enforce and improve fisheries and shipping 
regulations, managers need to know where 
ships are located. All fishing and shipping vessels 
longer than 10 meters (32.8 feet) that operate 
in right whale habitat should be required to 
broadcast the Automatic Identification System 
— a public tracking system that transmits 
a ship’s location, direction and speed — 
throughout the U.S. and Canadian exclusive 
economic zones (200 nautical miles).

© FWC

Extinction is forever. We cannot afford to lose this iconic species because of a 
lack of leadership by governments and industries that are unwilling to change, 

putting speed, convenience and profit over the right whale’s very existence.
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Recommendations
The U.S. and Canada must work together to prevent these ocean 
giants from becoming extinct. Without immediate action, it will 
be too late. The survival of right whales depends on leadership 
from the U.S. and Canadian governments, the fishing and 
shipping industries, and others. 

• Reduce the amount of vertical lines used in fixed-gear fisheries in U.S. and Canadian Atlantic waters.
• Implement effective fisheries closures that remove threats to right whales when they are present.
• Modify fishing gear and practices to reduce the likelihood and severity of entanglements.
• Enhance fisheries monitoring and require public tracking of fishing vessels.
• Enact seasonal speed restrictions in areas where right whales are known to frequent and implement short-term 

restrictions in additional areas when they are detected.
• Provide long-term funding and capacity building for research, monitoring and risk reduction.
• Expand and strengthen response networks comprising researchers, environmental organizations, industry groups 

and stakeholders, and government decision-makers to help manage the crisis and start rebuilding the species.

© Nick Hawkins
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Conclusion
There is something special about any whale sighting. 
But when you spot the unmistakable V-shaped spout 
of a North Atlantic right whale, you are seeing one of 
the rarest large whales in the Atlantic Ocean — one of 
only a few hundred survivors. 

Many people have come to treasure the excitement of 
a right whale sighting along the Eastern Seaboard. But 
the loss of right whales would not just be their loss. It 
would be our loss, and the planet’s. We cannot stand 
by and watch as a large whale species in the Atlantic 
goes extinct for the first time in centuries. 

The right whale’s plight is dire, but there is hope. 
The historic low of the population may have been 
fewer than 100 animals.⁴⁷ Despite this, through the 
dedicated efforts of conservation organizations, 
government agencies and marine scientists, right 
whales were on a fragile course towards recovery, 
reaching a high of almost 500 animals in 2010.⁴⁸

© Nick Hawkins

We know that right whales can 
recover if we stop causing their 
deaths and allow them to survive 
and, eventually, to thrive. We 
need to act swiftly and decisively 
to end these losses and restore 
a promising future for the North 
Atlantic right whale. 
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