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Decision: 
Issue:
Should the Total Allowable Harvest for Bowhead whales be modified or removed for the Nunavut Settlement Area?
Background: 
In 2005, the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) assessed bowhead whales in eastern Canadian Arctic waters as Threatened. In 2007, Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) concluded that eastern Arctic bowhead whales are most likely part of a single population, which is now known as the Eastern Canada-West Greenland (EC-WG) population.  Results of satellite tagging and genetics studies have shown that the EC-WG bowhead population is shared by Nunavut, Nunavik and west Greenland. 
In 2007, the International Whaling Commission (IWC) awarded Greenland two bowhead strikes/year for each of the years 2008-2012 subject to annual review.  Also in 2007, the Nunavut Tunngavik Inc. (NTI) Wildlife Policy Advisory Committee passed a resolution identifying that the “full level of needs” for Inuit will be no more than three bowheads per year for the next five years (#WPAC 07-NOV-002).

In March 2008, the Nunavut Wildlife Management Board (NWMB) held a public hearing to consider the Total Allowable Harvest (TAH) level of bowhead whales in the Nunavut Settlement Area (NSA).  At that meeting, DFO presented a fully corrected partial population estimate of 14,400 (95% CI 4811-43105) bowhead whales. DFO recommended that until there is more certainty in the abundance estimate for the EC-WG bowhead population, the NWMB should continue to set a short-term Total Allowable Harvest (for a year or two).  The NWMB accepted DFO’s recommendation and increased the TAH for bowhead whales in the NSA from one to two whales, for the 2008 hunting season only.
In December 2008, NTI requested that the NWMB remove the TAH for bowhead whales within the NSA.
Current Situation:

There is continued discussion both nationally and internationally on the appropriate analytical method to estimate the abundance of the EC-WG bowhead population.  These discussions have produced a range of abundance estimates over the past few years.  DFO’s most current abundance estimate is 14,400 (95 % CI 4,811 – 43,105), which was presented at the March 2008 public hearing.  
COSEWIC plans to reassess the EC-WG population in April 2009, however the outcome of the reassessment will not be known until August.  Until that time, this bowhead population should still be considered as Threatened. 
Recovery plans are required for species assessed as Threatened. For the EC-WG bowhead population, recovery status is based on both the current and historical (i.e., pre-commercial whaling) population size.  Given the high level of uncertainty with both of these estimates, DFO recommended a Potential Biological Removal (PBR) of 18 bowhead whales from this population (see DFO Science Advisory Report 2007/053).  PBR is the maximum number of whales that can be removed by all human-induced mortality (e.g., hunting, net entanglements, ship strikes) and still ensure continued recovery of the population.  
The harvest of bowhead whales from the EC-WG population has increased in recent years. From 1996 to 2005, Nunavut Inuit harvested five bowheads (one bowhead approximately every two years). In 2008, two bowhead whales were harvested in Nunavut, and one in the Nunavik Inuit Marine Region.  Greenland did not harvest any bowheads in 2008 but did carry over its 2008 allocation and plans to harvest four whales in 2009. The 2008 level of harvest by Nunavut and Nunavik Inuit is within conservation limits for the population, and sufficiently below the recommended PBR of 18 whales to allow for Greenland’s bowhead harvest and for other human-induced mortality (e.g., net entanglement, ship strikes).  
Changes in the Arctic environment (e.g. resulting from climate change) are likely to result in an increased presence of larger vessels used by tourism and commercial ventures (e.g., fishing, mining operations). The potential for ship collisions could increase as the frequency of ships traversing important bowhead areas (e.g., Hudson Strait, Foxe Basin, Davis Strait, Baffin Bay) increases.
Analysis: 
Until there is more certainty in the current and historic population estimates, DFO is of the view that the NWMB should continue to set a short-term total allowable harvest for bowhead whales within the NSA.  
The NWMB should consider both the pros and cons of either a large increase, or the removal of the TAH level for bowhead whales in the NSA. 
To date, Canada’s Aboriginal hunt of large whales has not been an issue internationally because the take is considered to be small.  A sudden and dramatic rise in Canadian bowhead quota, by significantly increasing or removing the TAH level, may draw international attention and may even provoke the US and other nations to impose sanctions on Canada.  

A decision to remove the TAH level for bowhead whales in the NSA could also potentially draw national and international attention to the hunt because EC-WG bowhead whales are currently designated by COSEWIC as Threatened within Canadian waters. The removal of the TAH may also direct attention at the current and future management regime of bowhead whales in Canada. 
If the NWMB decides not to set a TAH, it would give the impression that Canada would increase its take of bowhead whales. There is international agreement that bowhead population levels have increased, but the extent of the increase is still uncertain. Canada would appear to be setting a precedent for allocation before any sharing arrangements have been developed between Canada (Nunavut, Nunavik) and Greenland. 
Conclusion: 

The NWMB should continue setting TAH levels for bowhead whales for one- or two-year periods, and wait for finalized advice from DFO before setting a long-term annual TAH for bowheads in the NSA. This approach would allow the Board additional time to consider additional issues such as how bowhead harvesting might be structured (e.g. adults/juveniles) within the  NSA. At the same time, DFO research will continue towards refining the various factors used in estimating abundance.  

The establishment of a TAH would be considered a good wildlife management practice for species designated by COSEWIC as “Threatened” and monitored closely by the IWC.   

Should the NWMB decide that the TAH should be removed, DFO recommends that the NWMB set an adjusted basic needs level to meet the need identified by NTI’s Wildlife Policy Advisory Committee. 

While the allocation of bowhead between Nunavut and Nunavik is the responsibility of the Minister, DFO prefers that the sharing arrangement of bowhead harvesting be decided between Nunavut and Nunavik. 
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Recommendations:  
1. The NWMB should continue setting TAH levels for bowhead whales (for one- or two-year periods) and wait for finalized advice from DFO before setting a long-term annual TAH for bowheads in the NSA. 
2. Should the NWMB decide that the TAH should be removed, DFO recommends that the NWMB set an adjusted basic needs level to meet the need identified by NTI’s Wildlife Policy Advisory Committee.
3. Nunavut and Nunavik should decide the sharing arrangement of bowhead harvesting. 
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