











TABLE 2. Recent quotas and catches in relation to abundance data and sustainable thresholds.”




*“Catch limits for all
species bar one are set
above sustainable levels.
Published abundance
estimates for many
populations have not
been updated for

over 20 years."”
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TI-_[E'INDIRECT IMPACTS OF HUNTING

The officially reported catches of
cetaceans in Japanese waters are
alarmingly high and are widely
considered unsustainable.'” But added
to these reported catches are additional
mortalities, never monitored or reported,
with likely population-level effects that
go beyond individual mortalities. The
unknown impacts of stress and social
disruption brought about by hunts are
likely to reduce survivorship and
reproductive success of the remnant
populations and impede their recovery.
This exacerbates a low baseline rate of
recovery that results from odontocetes’
life history, social and behavioural
characteristics.'”” Some of the populations
targeted by Japan’s hunts are already
showing signs of significant declines in
abundance to a point where they may no
longer have the capacity to recover.

-

UNDOCUMENTED DEATHS

In the past, published figures have
significantly under-reported the landed
catches of Japan’s small cetacean hunts.
Examination has focused on the Dall’s
porpoise hunt but the incomplete
reporting may also extend to catch
statistics for other small cetacean
species taken by hand harpoon hunts.

In addition to the widespread under-
reporting of landed catches, other
mortalities are never reported in
official figures for any of the three
types of hunts. These include struck
and lost individuals, deaths of dependent
juveniles, and until 1986, live captures,
although clearly these all remove
individuals from wild populations.



In the Dall’s porpoise hand harpoon
hunt, struck and lost individuals were
previously estimated to result in a total
mortality 10-14 per cent higher than the
number landed,'® whilst in the drive
hunt there are known juvenile deaths
and those that die ‘naturally’ in the
enclosure, which are discarded and not
considered part of the catch.'®

POPULATION LEVEL IMPACTS
OF STRESS?

Individually and cumulatively, Japan’s
drive, hand harpoon and small-type
whaling hunts repeatedly disturb
targeted populations. Vessel noise and
the pursuit itself are likely to induce
stress not only in animals selected for
killing but, more significantly for the
long-term conservation of populations,
also in non-target individuals in the
immediate social group, other groups in
the wider vicinity of hunts and animals
captured and then released. Hunts may
therefore induce stress in and disturb
and displace non-target individuals over
a wide geographic area."’

The drive hunts in particular regularly
pursue dolphins for extended periods
of time but ultimately fail to catch
them. The pursuit phase may cause
stress-induced pathology that can lead
to disease and unobserved mortality

in animals that are not killed in the
hunt." Some animals are also released
after being confined and subjected to

acute noise and stress. Lethal and
sub-lethal stress-induced changes in
released individuals add to the known
high levels of mortality and may reduce
the reproductive potential of remnant
populations and their ability to recover
from such removals, with potential
population level consequences. Due

to their relatively old age of first
reproduction and low calving rate,
odontocete populations can be
overexploited by catches of only a few
percent of the total population per year,
and are less resilient to overexploitation
than other species groups.'? Adding to
this, the highly social structure of
odontocete societies means that social
disruption caused by exploitation may
reduce survivorship and reproductive
potential of the remaining population,
further impeding their ability to recover.
Studies now indicate a lack of strong
recovery in other heavily exploited
odontocete populations even decades
after intense exploitation has ceased.'*

There are therefore multiple factors
likely to be impairing the recovery
Japan’s small cetacean populations,
even in the absence of continued
exploitation. An up-to-date assessment
of the status of exploited species and the
development of sustainable catch limits
which take into account the multiple
anthropogenic and environmental
threats these populations are facing
and their inherent capacity to recover
are urgently required in order to prevent
further declines and the potential for
localised extinctions.

BELOW:
Pacific white-sided dolphin
in the wild.
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HUMAN HEALTH RISKS

"“Levels of pollutants
in tissues of small
cetaceans from
Japanese waters
have far exceeded
the advisory limits
for human
consumption, with
concentrations of
total mercury that
are more than 200
times Japan's limit."

During the past 100-200 years,
concentrations of a number of chemical
pollutants have increased dramatically
in the marine environment. The
toxicological effects of such pollutants
pose a global threat to the health and
viability of cetacean populations and the
health of human populations consuming
them. Mercury and persistent organic
pollutants (POPs) bioaccumulate and
biomagnify in the food chain.'* As many
cetacean species feed at a high trophic
level and are long-lived they can
accumulate high doses of POPs and
heavy metal pollutants to the extent that
concentrations of POPs can reach levels
70,000 times higher than background
environmental levels.'"

The high pollutant levels that have been
documented in Japanese small cetaceans
are a further threat to cetacean populations
already beleaguered by hunting, but also
a significant health threat to the human
populations that consume their meat
and blubber. In cetaceans, POPs have
been linked to increased rates of cancer,
increased first calf mortality, immune
suppression and a higher susceptibility
to infectious disease.'® At a population

level, they have been postulated to be
a primary factor causing population
declines and suppressing growth and
recovery of populations."’

The consumption of cetacean products
contaminated with high levels of POPs
and mercury poses a grave health risk to
humans. Ingestion of these toxins have
been linked to a range of immunological,
cardiovascular and reproductive effects
in humans, including impaired foetal
neurological development, and an
increased risk of Parkinson’s disease,
arteriosclerosis and diabetes."*

Levels of pollutants in cetacean meat
being sold for consumption have far
exceeded the advisory limits for human
consumption, with concentrations of
total mercury that are more than 200 times
Japan’s limit of 0.4 parts per million of
mercury (ppm); methylmercury that is
26 times higher than the WHO limit of
1.0ppm for large predatory fish and

87 times higher than Japan’s limit of
0.3ppm (although this excludes
predatory fish); and PCB levels that are
more than 75 times higher than Japan’s
limit of 0.5ppm.** Based on samples of



boiled whale internal organs that
displayed such mercury levels, studies
in rats have indicated that, irrespective
of chronic effects, a single ingestion

of boiled whale internal organs may
cause acute intoxication by inorganic
mercury.'?

Such high levels of pollutants do not
appear anomalous. What is deeply
concerning is that across large numbers
of samples, average concentrations of
mercury exceed advisory limits in all
eight species tested.’*

Concern has been raised since the
release of radioactive material from
Fukushima but there appears to be no
monitoring of levels in small cetacean
species, although they can bioaccumulate
high levels of radioactive elements.'*
The Dall’s porpoise is one species whose
distribution may overlap with the fallout
of radioactive caesium from Fukushima.
Levels in prey species of the Dall’s
porpoise have exceeded the Government
of Japan’s safety limit of 100Bg/kg in
2010-2012 and levels in cetaceans could
be an order of magnitude higher - studies
in the Barents and Norwegian Sea have
shown that concentrations of 137 Cs
were 10 fold higher in the harbour
porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) than in
species at the lower levels of the food
web.'” As such it is possible that
cetaceans are bioaccumulating very
high levels of radioactive elements,
presenting a severe risk to consumers,
as well as a novel threat to cetaceans.
Fish, molluscs and crustaceans offshore
from Fukushima have received doses
that are likely to have reproductive
effects and may markedly increase
mortality.”** The levels and impact in
small cetaceans remain unknown, with
no testing of small cetacean species
according to the Government of Japan’s
online database.'*

AN INADEQUATE RESPONSE -
JAPAN'S GUIDELINES AND
MONITORING FOR POLLUTANTS

In reaction to the Minamata disease
tragedy, the Japanese Ministry of Health
and Welfare set provisional permitted
levels of T-Hg and M-Hg in marine foods
at 0.4 and 0.3ppm respectively, however
these limits are not applied to cetacean
products or indeed other predatory fish
species that are likely to exhibit high
levels.'”® As such, to EIA’s knowledge,
the sale of highly contaminated meat
continues unmonitored and unregulated.

Advice on consumption limits is limited
to pregnant women and covers only a
subset of the cetacean species consumed
by Japanese citizens, excluding several
species that are known to be highly
contaminated. Japan’s guidance remains
far more limited and recommends far
higher levels of ‘safe’ consumption than
that provided to populations that
consume similarly polluted cetacean
products in other parts of the world.
Indeed, in the Faroe Islands medical
authorities have recommended that due
to the health implications, pilot whale
should no longer be consumed at all."*’

Monitoring for health effects in Japan is
as inadequate as the advice given to
consumers. Evidence of adverse effects
from the consumption of polluted
cetacean meat is now accumulating
from other countries where aboriginal
subsistence whaling occurs and includes
multiple immunological, cardiovascular
and reproductive effects.'” In 2010, the
National Institute of Minamata Disease
carried out a study to measure mercury
levels in the hair of Taiji residents.

The tests showed that average mercury
levels in Taiji were higher than the
national average, with a number of
individuals with levels above the

World Health Organisation (WHO)

limit for neurological effects (50ppm),
something that has not been observed
elsewhere in Japan in recent tests.
However no action has since been
taken to reduce consumption of small
cetaceans in Taiji."””

BELOW:

This packet of whale giblets
purchased from Amazon.co.jp
was tested in a Japan-based
laboratory and found to
contain 21ppm mercury,

over 50 times higher than the
requlatory limit. Amazon.co.jp
subsequently banned the

sale of all whale, dolphin and
porpoise products. .
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Over a million small cetaceans have been killed in direct hunts in
Japan in the past 70 years. Over the decades, a number of problems
have been identified with the management of small cetacean hunts
in Japan, which remain largely unresolved. This report shows that:

- There is a lack of transparency regarding methods used
to set catch catch limits;

» Catch limits for all species examined (i.e. excluding
Baird's beaked whale) are set considerably above likely
sustainable levels, based on calculations using a PBR
threshold (see Table 2), even where this is calculated
assuming only moderate exploitation and no other
sources of anthropogenic mortality;*

- With the exception of some populations of Baird's
beaked whales and the northern-form short finned pilot
whale, abundance estimates have not been regularly
updated, with most more than 20 years old whereas best
practice requires surveys every eight years;”

- There is a lack of regulation and enforcement of catch
limits including extended months of operation when
quotas could not be filled and transfer of quotas
between prefectures when catches have exceeded
local limits;

- There has been incomplete collation of catch data, and
no reqular reporting or estimates of struck and lost
rates or other known mortalities.

The Government of Japan claims to support a policy of
sustainable utilisation of marine resources and stipulates
that fisheries should be based on sustainable principles.*
As a signatory to the international Convention on
Biodiversity (1992), Japan is committed to take measures
to ensure the conservation and sustainable use of
biodiversity. The Government of Japan justifies supporting
cetacean hunts on the grounds of “sustainable use of
marine living resources” and “the principle of science-
based management of resources”.” Despite such claims
and commitments, the Government of Japan continues to
set catch limits at levels that are highly unsustainable and
has failed to carry out adequate monitoring of populations
which are being exploited.

In expert international fora such as the IWC Scientific
Committee and the Society of Marine Mammalogy, concerns
have been raised on numerous occasions over the status
of populations targeted by Japan's hunts.** Japan has
failed to respond, claiming only that the IWC does not have
competence with regards to small cetaceans.

The apparent continued use of an outdated method for
calculating catch limits, or for some species perhaps no
scientific method at all, as well as the lack of up-to-date
published abundance assessments undermines the
sustainable management stipulated in Japan's domestic
laws and the international laws to which it is a signatory.
With the exception of only one species, quotas continue to
be set above sustainable levels.” Even the warning signs of
overexploitation and population decline that have been
observed in four of the nine species hunted have not

stimulated adequate adjustment of quotas or prompted
reassessment of populations' status. There are multiple
causes for concern regarding the likelihood of recovery of
Japan's small cetacean populations, even in the absence of
continued exploitation. Management must become more
precautionary if further declines are to be prevented.

An up-to-date assessment of the status of exploited
species and the development of a scientific management
approach which takes into account the multiple
anthropogenic and environmental threats these populations
are facing and their inherent capacity to recover is
urgently required in order to prevent further declines and
the potential of localised extinctions.

EIA urges the Government of Japan to:

- Respond to IWC requests and immediately suspend hunts
of species showing the most severe signs of over-
exploitation, in particular the Dall's porpoise, northern
form of the short-finned pilot whale and striped dolphin;

« Conduct an up-to-date assessment of the status of all
species taken by hunts, including studies of population
structure;

- Collect and publish data on struck and lost rates,
bycatch, hunt effort and reproductive status, sex and
age composition of catches;

- Monitor targeted small cetacean populations for stress-
induced impacts and the effects of social disruption;

- Reform the management strategy to bring it in line
with modern international conservation management
strategies, taking into account other mortalities such
as struck-and-lost individuals, bycatch and other
environmental/anthropogenic threats. This should be
based upon up-to-date knowledge of population status
and intrinsic recovery rates;

» Introduce independent observation of landed catches of
all hunts and enforce any breaches with penalties;

- Establish and enforce time and area restrictions on
hunts in order to protect cetacean species during
sensitive breeding and calving periods;

+ Conduct and publish long-term monitoring studies of
pollutant levels in cetaceans;

- Phase out all small cetacean hunts over a ten year
period, starting with those populations most at
risk and those demonstrating the highest levels
of pollutants.

© Bo Pardau
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