
SC/51/AS24 

(sht>11l~ be'· sc}52j~2-~
SUBSISTENCE HARVEST OF BOWHEAD WHALE BY 

ALASKAN ESKIMOS DURING 1999 

John C. George 1 
, RobertS. Suydam\ T.M. O'Hara1 and Gay Sheffield2 


1Department of Wildlife Management, North Slope Borough, Box 69, Barrow, 99723 USA 

2Alaska Department ofFish and Game, Fairbanks, AK 


ABSTRACT 

A total of 47 whales was struck during the 1999 hunt resulting in 42 animals landed for an efficiency rate of 89%. The 
1999 hunting efficiency rate is the highest ever recorded. Whale 99B6, 12.6 m in length, is the shortest pregnant 
harvested animal yet examined. Based on new data from 1993 to present, the average length of the five smallest 
pregnant whales examined is 13.7 m. The 4 em ("crown-rump" length) fetus from whale 99B7 is the smallest bowhead 
fetus recovered to date (to our knowledge). Since 1980, 29% of the mature females (for which we have records)~ 14.2 
m were pregnant. Based on new informationusing ~ 1 .7 m for the length at sexual maturity, suggests 27% of the 
mature females were pregnant. 

INTRODUCTION 

Bowhead whales (Balaena mysticetus) provide an important subsistence resource for several arctic Alaskan 
Eskimo communities. The harvest is locally managed through an agreement between the Alaska Eskimo Whaling 
Commission (AEWC) and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). The level of allowable 
harvest is determined under a quota system in compliance with the International Whaling Commission (IWC 1980; 
Gambell1982). The quota is based on the nutritional and cultural needs ofAlaskan Eskimos and estimates of the size 
and growth of the bowhead whale population (Donovan, 982; Braund, 1992). 

Since 1981, the North Slope Borough Department Of Wildlife Management has gathered basic data on landed 
whales in several communities and assisted the AEWC in compiling statistics on landed whales from outlying villages 
(Albert, 1988). The purposes of this paper are to: (1) document the number, location (village), and dates oflanded, and 
struck-and-lost bowhead whales in 1999 in Alaska, (2) document the estimated fate of struck and lost bowhead 
whales, (3) present basic morphometric data and the sex composition of the harvest, and (4) examine the hunting 
efficiency of the harvest. 

METHODS 

Harvest data such as sex, length, dates, and fate ofstruck and lost whales for all whaling villages were 
obtained from the AEWC. Biologists recorded similar information for whales taken at Barrow and Kaktovik, and also 
collected specimens and detailed morphometric data. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

A total of 47 whales was struck during the 1999 hunt resulting in 42 animals landed for an efficiency rate of 89%. The 
average number of whales landed (per year) over the last 10 years was 38 3. The 1999 hunting efficiency rate is the 
highest ever recorded (Figure 1). The number of whales struck in 1999 is similar to the number struck in 1998 (n=54 
strikes) but is less than the number struck in 1997 (n=66 strikes) Eight (31%) of the 25 females landed in 1999 were~ 
14.2 m in length and possibly sexually mature. The length at sexual maturity is based on a large sample of mature 
females (harvested from 1978-1993) analyzed by Tarpley and Hillmann (1998). However, note that whale 99B6 was 
pregnant but only 12.6 m in length and is the shortest pregnant harvested animal yet examined. Based on new data 
from 1993 to present, the average length of the five smallest pregnant whales examined is 13.7 m. [The estimated 
length at maturity for bowheads, based on 



postmortem examination of landed whales, is generally greater than that determination via aerial 
photogrammetry, possibly due to the animal stretching when hauled ashore (Koski et al., 1993).] Of the 
mature landed in 1999, three were pregnant (all at Barrow) and a fourth (99B16) was considered post
parturiant and was lactating. The 4 em ("crown-rump" length) fetus recovered from whale 99B7 is the 
smallest bowhead fetus recovered (to our knowledge). It is likely that fetuses of this size are undetected 
even with biologists present (it requires a thorough intensive search), but particularly in villages where 
hunters do the examinations; thus many pregnancies and not documented (Figure 2). Since 1980, 29% of 
the landed mature females (for which we have records) 2: 14.2m were pregnant. Using 2: 13.7 m for the 
length at sexual maturity, suggests 27% ofthe mature females were pregnant. 
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Figure I. Efficiency rate (#landed/#struck) for the hunt ofbowhead whales by Alaskan Eskimos. 

';•i( sisf. ;{·· : 

FetU$ from Whale 8886 113 em 

Fetus from Whale 9987 

Figure 2. Early gestational fetuses, 13cm and 4 em in lmgth ("crown-rump length"), were recovered from 
whales 99B6 and 99B7 respectively. The 4 em fetus from whale 99B7 is the smallest fetus recovered 
from a bowhead whale to our knowledge. 



Table 1. Number of landed bowhead whales and estimated fates of struck and lost whales 
during die 1999 subsistence harvest by Alaska Eskimos. 1 

Struck Total Estimated 
VillaS! Landed &Lost Struck Fate1 

Little Diomede I 0 I 
Gambell I 0 I 
SaWCIIlga. 3 0 3 
Kivalina 0 0 0 
Wales 0 0 0 
Point Hope 2 0 2 
Wainwright s 1 6 p(l) 
Barrow 24 4 28 d(l). p(3) 
Nuiqsut 3 0 3 
Kaktovik 3 0 3 

Totals 42 5 47 d(l),p(4) 

1 Data provided by the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission 
2 Whaling captain's estimated dlance ofsurvival: d==died, p=poor. 



Table 2. Basic data for bowhead whales landed by Alaska Eskimos_ during 19991
• 

Village Date Landed Whale Number Whale Lcl!gth (m) Sex 
Gambell 27-Apr 9901 14.6 F 
Little Diomede 4-May 9901 8.6 M 
Savoonga 23-Apr 99Sl 15.0 F 

2-May 99S2 16.3 F 
25-Nov 99S3 15.2 M 

PointHope. 17-May 99Hl 8.7 F 
17-May 95JH2 8.5 F 

Wainwright 30-Apr 95JWW1 7.1 F 
5-May 99WW2 9.3 F 
8-May 99WW3 14.0 M 
7-May 99WW4 14.5 F 
9-Jun 95JWW5 17.9 F 

Banow 28-Apr 9981 10.4 F 
2-May 9982 8.2 F 
2-May 9983 7.75 F 
5-May 9984 7.9 F 
5-May 9985 9.0 M 
6-May 9986 12.62 F 
8-May 9987 15.43 F 
9·May 9988 10.95 M 
9-May 9989 9.3 M 
9-May 99810 9.4 F 

IO-May4 99811 12.85 F 
13-May 99812 9.2 F 
16-May 99813 14.1 M 
17-May 99814 14.15 M 
17-May 99815 14.65 M 
21-May4 99816 14.86 F 
22-May 99817 14.97 M 
23-May4 99818 13.oB F 

9-0ct 99819 8.05 F 
10-0ct 99820 9.0 F 
10-0ct 99821 10.5 M 
12-0ct 99822 9.7 F 
13-0ct 951823 10.9 M 
13-0ct 99824 8.8 M 

Kaktovik 	 11-Sep 99KK.l 7.7 F 
12-Sep 99KK2 12.9 M 
16-Sep 99KK.3 8.3 M 

Nuiqsut 	 16-Sep 99N1 12.2 M 
18-Sep 99N2 15.2 M 
28-Sep 99N3 15.2 F 

1 We examined the whales in Barrow. Wbales laDded in other villages were examined by the hunters and those data 
wexe provided by the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission. 
2 Pregnant with 13 em fetus. 
3 PregDaDt with 4 em fetus. 
4 Whale was sttuck the day befoxe but landed on the date indicated. 
5 Approximate measurement; length obtained tiom wbali.ng captain who measiiJild with length of rope.. 
6 PoSt1J8rturient; uterus involuting. wgilla slightly tom, 13 em corpus lutea, lactating. 
1 Approximate measurement; whale measured in water. 
1 Pregnant with 399 em fetus. 
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