BLUE WHALE (Balaenoptera musculus):
Western North Atlantic Stock

STOCK DEFINITION AND GEOGRAPHIC RANGE

The distribution of the blue whale, Balaenoptera musculus, in the western North Atlantic generally extends
from the Arctic to at least mid-latitudes. Blue whales are most frequently sighted in the waters off eastern Canada,
with the majority of recent records from the Gulf of St. Lawrence (Searset al. 1987). The species was hunted around
Newfoundland in the first half of the 20th century (Sergeant 1966). The present Canadian distribution, broadly
described, is spring, summer, and fall in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, especialy along the north shore from the St.
Lawrence River estuary to the Strait of Bellelsle and off eastern Nova Scotia. The speciesoccursinwinter off southern
Newfoundland and also in summer in Davis Strait (Mansfield 1985).

The blue whale is best considered as an occasional visitor in U.S. Atlantic Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)
waters, which may be the current southern limit of its range (CeTAP 1982; Wenzel et al. 1988). All of the five
sightings described in the foregoing two references were in August. Y ochem and L eatherwood (1985) summarized
records that suggested an occurrence of this species south to Florida and the Gulf of Mexico, although the actual
southern limit of the species’ range is unknown.

The blue whale may be nomadic and open-ocean in habitat. In one example, anindividual wastracked from
near Newfoundland to south of Bermuda (Gagnon and Clark 1993).

POPULATION SIZE

Littleis known except for the Gulf of St. Lawrence area. Here, 308 individuals have been catalogued (Sears
etal. 1987). Mitchell (1974) estimated that the blue whale popul ation in the western North Atlantic may number only
in the low hundreds. R. Sears (personal communication) suggests that no present evidence exists to refute this
estimate.

Minimum Population Estimate
The 308 recognizable individuals from the Gulf of St. Lawrence area which were catalogued by Sears et a.
(1987) is considered to be a minimum population estimate.

Current Population Trend
Thereareinsufficient datato determinethe popul ation trendsfor thisspecies. Off west and southwest I celand,
an increasing trend of 4.9% a year was reported for the period 1969-1988 (Sigurjonsson and Gunnlaugsson 1990).

CURRENT AND MAXIMUM NET PRODUCTIVITY RATES

Current and maximum net productivity rates are not known for this stock. The maximum net productivity
rate was assumed to be 0.04 for purposes of this assessment. Thisvalue is based on theoretical cal culations showing
that cetacean populations may not generally grow at rates much greater than 4% given the constraints of their
reproductive life history (Anon. 1994).

POTENTIAL BIOLOGICAL REMOVAL

Potential biological removal (PBR) was specified as the product of minimum population size, one-half the
maximum productivity rate, and a"recovery" factor for endangered, depleted, threatened stocks, or stocks of unknown
status relative to optimum sustainable population (OSP) (Anon. 1994). The recovery factor was set at 0.10 because
the speciesis listed as endangered under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). PBR for this stock is 0.6 blue whales.

ANNUAL HUMAN-CAUSED MORTALITY AND SERIOUSINJURY

There are no records of fishery-related mortality or serious injury to blue whalesin the U.S. Atlantic EEZ.
Total fishery-related mortality and serious injury for this stock is considered insignificant and approaching zero
mortality and serious injury rate. This determination cannot be made for specific fisheries until the implementing
regulations for Section 118 of the MMPA have been reviewed by the public and finalized.
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Fishery Information
Nofishery informationis presented because there are no observed fishery-related mortalitiesor seriousinjury.

STATUSOF STOCK

The status of this stock relative to OSP is unknown, but the speciesis listed as endangered under the ESA.
There areinsufficient datato determine population trendsfor bluewhales. Thetotal level of human-caused mortality
and serious injury isunknown, but it is believed to beinsignificant. Any fishery-related mortality would be unlawful
because there is no recovery plan currently in place. Thisis a strategic stock because the blue whale is listed as an
endangered species under the ESA.
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