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Narwhal (Monodon monoceros) 

 
1. There has been much published on the adverse effects on the polar bear of reduction of 
Arctic sea-ice due to climate change (e.g. Ainley et al. 2003, Derocher et al. 2004, Regehr et al. 
2007, Stirling and Parkinson 2006, Wiig 2005), and the topic has received much attention in the 
popular press and by the NGOs. However, recent research suggests that the narwhal is likely to be 
the most sensitive of the seven Arctic marine mammals1 to ongoing climate change (Laidre et al. 
2008).  It is narrowly distributed in the Atlantic Arctic and remains hunted in Canada and 
Greenland; some catch limits may be too high to be sustainable (Jefferson et al. 2008).  It is a 
specialized feeder on Greenland halibut (Reinhardtius hippoglossoides), which may move 
northward away from specific narwhal feeding sites with cold bottom temperatures at depths 
>1000m (Laidre et al. 2008, 2010). Migration to foraging sites may be mediated by cultural 
transmission, with the whales arriving at traditional feeding grounds no longer inhabited by prey. 
In addition, anatomical evidence and physiological modelling has suggested that the extreme 
morphological and physiological adaptations enabling year-round Arctic residency by narwhals 
limit behavioural flexibility for responding to alterations in sea ice (Williams et al. 2011); they 
are likely performing at or near their physiological capacity.  For example, in Baffin Bay only 
3-10 percent of the ice-packed foraging grounds contain suitable breathing holes within maximum 
swimming distance of each other, and warmer temperatures are creating more icebergs and larger 
floes that will change the reliability of known breathing holes for the slow-swimming narwhals. 
Potential threats also include habitat degradation from oil exploration and development and 
increased shipping in the high Arctic as the NW and NE passages open up. 
 
2. The narwhal is classified as Near Threatened in the IUCN Red List (Jefferson et al. 2008). 
The status of the species is currently under review by the IUCN Cetacean Red List Authority, 
including evaluation of threat imposed by sea-ice changes caused by climate change. 
 

                                                           
1  Narwhal (Monodon monoceros), beluga (Delphinapterus leucas), bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus), ring seal (Phoca 

hispida), bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus), walrus (Odobenus rosmarus) and polar bear (Ursus maritimus). 
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3. The species is presently included in CMS Appendix II. Because of the apparent extreme 
vulnerability of the narwhal to ongoing sea-ice change in the Arctic, it is recommended that 
Parties be urged to consider proposing listing of the species in Appendix I. 
 

Killer whale (Orcinus orca) 

 
4. The killer whale exists in a number of geographical forms, including resident, transient 
and offshore forms in the North Pacific (Ford 2009) and several morphologically distinct ecotypes 
in the Antarctic (Pitman and Ensor 2003).  Recent genetic studies suggest that some of these 
forms may be distinct species and others subspecies (Morin et al. 2010).The U.S. Government has 
recognized the resident killer whale of the eastern North Pacific as an unnamed subspecies (Krahn 
et al.2004) and listed the southern resident population of Puget Sound as Endangered under its 
Endangered Species Act (NOAA 2005) because of its small size and the potential for extinction 
due to demographic stochasticity, depletion of prey, and habitat pollution.  Similarly, the 
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife of Canada (COSEWIC) has listed the southern 
resident killer whales as Endangered (and the northern resident population as Threatened), citing 
low and declining abundance, reduced availability of their principal prey (chinook salmon), and 
threat by increasing physical and acoustical disturbance, oil spills and contaminants (COSEWIC 
2001, 2008). 
 
5. The killer whale is presently included in Appendix II. Considering that the resident 
subspecies of the North Pacific is endangered in a significant portion of its range (Puget Sound), it 
is recommended that Parties be urged to consider proposing inclusion of it in Appendix I. 
 
6. Range States: United States, Canada, Russian Federation. 
 
 

Action requested: 

 
The 17th Meeting of the Scientific Council is invited to: 
 
a) Take into account the background information submitted by  the Conference-appointed 

Councillor for Aquatic Mammals, on the Narwhal (Monodon monoceros) and the Killer 
whale (Orcinus orca); and 

 

b) Decide whether both species should be proposed for listing in Appendix I of CMS. 
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