
 

 

 

                              

Ecology  

Iden�fica�on  

Humpbacks belong to the group known as baleen whales. 

Reaching body lengths of up to 45 feet and weighing 

approximately one ton per foot length, Humpback whales can 

easily be dis�nguished from other large whales by virtue of 

their long, white pectoral fins. These fins are about 16 feet long, 

which is one-third of their total body length. Individual whales 

can be iden�fied by examining the shape and color pa&erns 

found on their flukes (tails). 

Habitat   

Humpback whales are found in the Atlan�c, Pacific and Indian 

oceans. 

Range  

Humpback whales make annual migra�ons of many thousands 

of miles from their summer coastal feeding grounds in high-

la�tude waters to their breeding and calving grounds near 

islands and shallow banks in low-la�tude waters. Thus, the 

whales seen off of Bermuda during the spring spend the winter 

months in the Caribbean and the summer months in New 

England, the Mari�me provinces of Canada, Greenland, Iceland 

and even Scandinavia. 

Diet 

Humpback whales are filter feeders and consume vast amounts 

of small schooling fishes, invertebrates (e.g. krill and copepods) 

and plankton found in the cooler waters of Northern regions. 

Reproduc�on and Life Cycle 

Sexual maturity in both males and females occurs at 

approximately five to eight years of age. Females conceive 

during the winter season or while migra�ng to their winter 

grounds. Gesta�on lasts for 11-12 months and they give birth to 

a single calf the following winter. Humpbacks typically have a 

biennial breeding-cycle (i.e. one calf every two years). 

Humpback whales exhibit interes�ng social organiza�on and 

behavior. One important aspect of behavior is a complex 

vocaliza�on known as "song". Male humpbacks sing primarily 

while on their winter grounds and during migra�on. Singers are 

typically sta�onary, solitary males. Many theories exist to 

explain the unique and haun�ng nature of their songs, however 

its func�on is s�ll not fully understood. One of the humpback's 

more spectacular behaviors is the breach, in which an individual 

leaps out of the water (pictured on the le;).  

Scien�sts es�mate the average life span of humpback whales in 

the wild to be between 30-40 years, but some may live for as 

long as 80 years. 

Why protect this species? 

Humpback whales, like so many other whales species, were 

hunted for centuries for their oil and meat. Although hun�ng in 

the North Atlan�c ended in 1956, in wasn’t un�l 1966 that the 

Interna�onal Whaling Commission agreed to globally ban the 

hun�ng of humpbacks.  

Despite being safe from commercial whaling, humpback whales 

con�nue to face threats and disturbances from entanglement in 

marine debris and fishing gear, boat strikes, compe��on for 

food resources with commercial fisheries, increased undersea 

noise from Navy sonar and commercial undersea seismic 

explora�on, and habitat degrada�on from pollu�on.  

Whale watching has proven to be a very popular ac�vity in 

many regions and provides educa�onal experiences for the 

public who might normally never see this marine mammal. 

Current Status  

Na�ve  

BPSA: VU 

CITES: Appendix 1 

Bda Red List: VU 

CMS: Yes  

Fisheries Order: Yes 
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Megaptera novaeangliae 

What is being done to conserve 

it? 

Humpback whales are protected under Appendix I of the 

Conven�on on Interna�onal Trade in Endangered Species 

(CITES) which restricts their interna�onal trade.  

Protected Species Act Lis�ng: Level 1, 2012 

IUCN Red List: Least Concern ver. 3.1 

All species of whales, dolphins and porpoises are protected in 

Bermudian waters under the Fisheries Act (1972).  

Habitat protec�on: More than 170,000 square miles of ocean 

surrounding Bermuda were declared a Marine Mammal 

Sanctuary in 2012 which provides addi�onal protec�on for this 

species while they travel along their migratory routes in the 

Atlan�c Ocean. Humpback whales would also benefit from 

protec�on being afforded to the Sargasso Sea. 

Research: The Humpback Whale Research Founda�on has 

been gathering data on Bermuda’s whales since 2007. Work 

focus has been mainly on fluke iden�fica�on and acous�cs to 

be&er understand trans-Atlan�c movement and pelagic social 

behaviors as humpback whales migrate past the Bermuda 

seamount from their calving grounds in the Caribbean to their 

feeding grounds in Northern waters. 

 

Protec�ve legisla�on  

Fisheries Act (1972) 

Protected Species Act (2003)  

 

 

What you can do? 
 

Learn: Understand how destruc�on of habitat leads to loss of 

endangered and threatened species and Bermuda’s plant and 

animal diversity. Tell others what you have learned.  

Pilot boats responsibly when whale watching in order to 

minimize disturbing them. Drive slowly and with cau�on; 

where possible post a dedicated lookout in addi�on to the 

skipper. Do not approach any whale closer than 100 meters 

(ca. 300 feet). The Department of Environment and Natural 

Resources  has published a full set of guidelines (see link 

below) for whale watching vessels to ensure that whales are 

not harassed while migra�ng past Bermuda. 

Report: Members of the public are encouraged to report a 

whale stranding to the Department of Environment and 

Natural Resources and the Bermuda Aquarium Museum and 

Zoo (293-2727). 

Informa�on sources  

To learn more about Bermuda’s humpback whales please visit:  

h&p://www.environment.bm/whale-watching-guidelines 

h&p://www.whalesbermuda.com 

h&p://stellwagen.noaa.gov/sister/pdfs/bermuda_ssfs12.pdf 

 

For Further Informa�on 
#17 North Shore Road, Flatt’s, FL04, 
Bermuda (441) 293 2727.   
www.environment.bm 
 
Disclaimer: The information contained in this publication is 
based on the knowledge and understanding at the time of 
writing. 
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