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HUMPBACK WHALES — MIGRATION 
Statement by Minister for Environment 

MR A.P. JACOB (Ocean Reef — Minister for Environment) [2.06 pm]: I seek to update the house on the 
annual migration of humpback whales along the Western Australian coast. Each year, between May and 
December, humpback whales make a 13 000-kilometre round trip from Antarctica to warmer waters in Western 
Australia’s north and back to Antarctica. This is one of the longest migrations of any mammal in the world. 
From early May, the humpback whales will be migrating north to calve and mate. Although the northern 
migration route typically tends to be further offshore than the southern route, humpbacks are often sighted during 
this time. From September, sightings are common off Perth as the humpbacks make the return journey to 
Antarctic waters. Females with newborn calves are most commonly seen during November as they travel at a 
slower pace. 
As is to be expected with the big increase in the numbers of humpback whales, the mortality rate has increased, 
and in recent years a higher rate of stranded, infirm animals has been observed. Unfortunately, each year a 
number of stranded whales have to be euthanased. Those that strand are typically in poor health. When 
euthanasia is the only option, it is carried out humanely and under strict safety guidelines, using methods 
developed in Western Australia that are endorsed by the International Whaling Commission. Members may also 
have heard recent reports about a whale entangled in ropes off the midwest coast. 
Western Australia is fortunate to have a group of Department of Environment and Conservation wildlife officers 
who are internationally recognised in dealing with stranded and entangled whales and managing what can be 
extremely difficult and dangerous incidents. In regard to scientific research, DEC collaborates with a number of 
universities and facilitates and supports work that will increase our understanding of the biology and behaviour 
of humpbacks, the fifth largest of the great whales. Humpback whale health has been a focus of ongoing 
research, and work undertaken includes satellite tagging and DNA collection. 
Western Australia’s marine parks and reserves system is also important. In particular, the Kimberley’s Camden 
Sound Marine Park provides additional protection for the largest humpback whale calving area in the Southern 
Hemisphere, and the Liberal–National government’s commitments to creating a marine park around areas 
adjacent to Camden Sound, including Horizontal Falls, and extending the great Kimberley marine park will also 
contribute. This government’s action in almost trebling the area of marine parks from 1.5 million hectares to 
more than 4.3 million hectares is a sign of our commitment to protect Western Australia’s fantastic and varied 
marine environments and the many species they support, including humpback whales. 
The west coast humpback whale population is now estimated to be more than 30 000. This has been a significant 
recovery. When commercial whaling ended in 1963, there were estimated to be fewer than 500 animals. The 
population that migrates along our coast is now the largest humpback whale population in the Southern 
Hemisphere. It is predicted that by 2020 the population size will be at pre-whaling levels. This remarkable 
recovery demonstrates that, although it can take decades, sustained conservation initiatives are effective.  
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