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Sightings of southern right whales (Eubalaena australis) in
Namibian waters, 1971-1999
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ABSTRACT
Southern right whales were originally abundant in Namibian waters in winter and spring. They were either eradicated from the region or
driven to extremely low numbers more than a century ago. Since 1971, 36 incidental sightings and three aerial surveys confirm the regular
presence of the species within its historical calving range, between June and December. Calving has been recorded in four successive years
and at least 10 calves were born in the area between 1996 and 1999, confirming the existence of a small established breeding population.
This represents a northward extension of the hitherto known modern regular calving range in the South East Atlantic Ocean by more than
1,000km.
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INTRODUCTION
The southern right whale (Eubalaena australis) was
originally widely distributed in all oceans of the Southern
Hemisphere between approximately 20°S and 55°S. The
main calving areas were concentrated at mid-latitude in
coastal waters of South America, southern Africa, southern
Australia and New Zealand (IWC, 2001).
In the eastern South Atlantic Ocean, some bays along the
southwestern African coastline south of 20°S have
historically been visited each spring by female right whales
to give birth and raise their young, and possibly to mate with
accompanying males (Best and Ross, 1986).
Exploitation of southern right whales in the region started
during the 18th century. The peak of right whale catches in
the area was between 1785 and 1805 (Best, 1981; Best and
Ross, 1989; Richards and du Pasquier, 1989; Dekker and de
Jong, 1998). Along the Namibian coast (Fig. 1), whalers
operated principally from June to September and found right
whales inshore, mainly in bays, one near 27°30’S (possibly
Bakers Bay), Elizabeth Bay, Angra Pequena or Lüderitz
Bay, Angra de Conceicao, possibly Spencer Bay (25°40’S),
Walvis Bay, and several other smaller bays to the north
including Angra Fria, and up to Baia dos Tigres in southern
Angola (Lacroix, 1968).
By the beginning of the 19th century, catches along the
Namibian coast already seemed to be declining (Richards
and du Pasquier, 1989). The region of Walvis Bay became a
centre for the exploitation of humpback whales (Megaptera
novaeangliae) in the mid 19th century and, despite the
scarcity of records, it can be assumed that the remaining right
whales would also have been targeted during this period. At
the time of the beginning of modern whaling, several
shore-based whaling stations operated along the Namibian
coast between 1912 and 1914, and again between 1923 and
1930, and also along the Angolan coast from 1909 to 1930.
Although details of the catch composition are very
incomplete, there is no evidence of southern right whales in
the catches (with the exception of one right whale taken in
southern Angola in 1913), possibly an indication that the
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Fig. 1. Map of the Namibian coast.

local breeding population had been eradicated long before
the species was granted international protection in 1935
(Best and Ross, 1986; Best, 1994a).
Along the south coast of South Africa, a small remnant
population has been reported during the first half of the 20th
century and has been increasing since (Best, 1970; 1981;
1990b), but no record of the species in Namibian waters
could be found until the early 1970s. Best (1981) reported
four confirmed incidental sightings between 1971 and 1981
(including a mother and calf pair) and an additional two
sightings (including another mother and calf pair) during an
aerial survey in 1978. These were the first indications that
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breeding adults frequented the area, at least occasionally,
since the beginning of the 19th century. However, the take of
a 49ft female off Gabon in 1951 as reported by Budker and
Collignon (1952), implies that right whales may still have
been at least transiting through Namibian waters at this
time.
This study reviews recent incidental sightings and the
results of aerial surveys along the Namibian coast in order to
update the status of the species in the region.

altitude was maintained at 1,000ft (305m) except when
visibility conditions were not optimal when the altitude was
lowered to between 500 and 700ft (152-183m). Areas under
coastal fog were not surveyed. When whales were sighted,
the aircraft circled the animals at an altitude of 300ft (91m)
to confirm identification and determine the position using
GPS equipment. Photographs were taken out of an open
window with a hand-held 35mm camera equipped with a
motor-drive and a telephoto lens (180mm f 2,8).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

RESULTS

Since 1987, skippers and crew of fishing and mining vessels
as well as coastal mining contractors have been encouraged
to document and report cetacean sightings; species
identification guides and reporting forms were distributed.
Each report was critically evaluated and classified as
doubtful, possible, probable or confirmed according to the
experience of the observers, the conditions of the sighting
(distance, visibility) and the supporting evidence provided
(notes, sketches, photographs and video footage). Sightings
were classified as confirmed if they were supported by
photographic or video material with some of the
species-specific characteristics clearly visible, or if they
were made by observers whose experience in identification
was known. A sighting was classified as probable if it was
reported by an observer whose experience in identification
was not known to the authors, provided it was accompanied
by detailed notes and/or sketches of body size and
colouration, presence of callosities, shape of the flippers and
flukes and the absence of a dorsal fin. Animals were termed
calves only when observed in close association with an adult
and with an estimated size less than half that of the adult.
Only the probable and confirmed sightings of southern right
whales are discussed here. Other species of baleen whales
regularly reported were humpback and minke whales
(Balaenoptera acutorostrata) while the bulk of the reports
consisted of small odontocetes. When not provided,
geographical coordinates of the sightings were estimated
from topographical and nautical maps. Only known
duplicate sightings were excluded, so it is possible that the
data include some sightings of the same individuals on
different days.
As most of the Namibian coast is uninhabited and very
remote or with restricted access, there is a probable
geographical bias in the sighting effort in favour of the few
permanent coastal settlements. On the other hand, there
appear to be no reasons to suggest a seasonal bias.
In 1998 (29-30 September) and 1999 (7-8 October), aerial
surveys were conducted along the coast between the
southern Namibian border at the Orange River mouth and the
Swakop River mouth. Each survey was divided into two
legs, flown on successive days starting in Lüderitz, each leg
being flown twice on the same day and returning to Lüderitz
in the evening. The northern leg encompassed 512km of
coastline and the southern leg 310km. The basic survey
methodology followed that of studies of other southern right
whale populations in South Africa (Best, 1981), Argentina
(Payne et al., 1983) and Australia (Bannister, 1985; 1986).
High-winged aeroplanes were used, a Cessna 206 with four
observers (including the pilot) in 1998 and a Cessna 172
with two observers (including the pilot) in 1999. The survey
track followed the coastline within 1.5km offshore and about
500m offshore and parallel to the line of breakers. Observers
continuously scanned the sea surface on both sides of the
aircraft. When searching, the speed of the aircraft was
maintained between 182 and 222km per hour. The survey

Incidental sightings
Out of 36 probable and confirmed incidental sightings
recorded in Namibian waters since 1971, 28 have been
reported since 1990 (Table 1). This apparent increase in
reporting rate can, in great part, be attributed to the large
increase in ‘observer effort’ since the late 1980s and in
particular with the development of coastal diamond mining
operations in the Lüderitz region. All these sightings were
made close to shore (within 3km from the coast), probably a
reflection of both whale distribution and observer effort.
Right whales have been sighted only during the second
half of the year, between the beginning of June and the
beginning of December (Fig. 2). The average date of those
sightings is 4 September (SD = 45 days, n = 36). The
majority (25 out of 36) of the sightings was concentrated in
a three-month period (July-September). With the exception
of 8 sightings involving between 1 and 3 cow-calf pairs,
most sightings were of single animals (n = 19) and the rest of
pairs of large whales, assumed to be adults (n = 9).
The pair of large whales observed in Lüderitz Bay on
1 September 1993 included a male. For more than four hours
the whales were observed (with binoculars and spotting
scope) from the shore at distances ranging from 50-300m,
involved in what appeared to be mating activity. The two
whales remained together, most of the time in body contact,
striking the surface repetitively with flukes and flippers. The
erect penis of one of them was clearly visible several times.
Survey results
Table 2 summarises the coverage achieved by the two
surveys of 1998 and 1999. Coastal fog is common along the
Namib Desert coast and is the cause of the low coverage
achieved in 1998. The southern right whale sightings during
the surveys are also summarised in Table 2.
Occurrence of calving
Combining incidental sightings and survey data (Tables 1
and 2), 12 cow-calf pairs have been recorded since 1990.
Between 1996 and 1999, mother and calf pairs were sighted
every year: 2 in 1996; 4 in 1997; 3 in 1998; and 1 in 1999.
From the observed size of the calves (between one third and
half the length of the accompanying adult) it was deduced
that they were calves-of-the-year. Cow-calf pairs were
sighted between mid-July and the beginning of December
(Table 1).
Observations at Elizabeth Bay in 1996 provided some
details of the residence period of a mother and calf pair. A
single adult southern right whale was sighted close to a
mining camp within 100m from the shore on the
southeastern side of Elizabeth Bay on 16 August 1996.
Subsequently, this whale was sighted from the same camp
virtually on a daily basis. As from the last week of August,
it was observed accompanied by a young calf. The birth was

J. CETACEAN RES. MANAGE. (SPECIAL ISSUE) 2, 181–185, 2001

183

sighted at any time, and because when seen at close range the
observers could recognise the pattern of natural markings, it
can be assumed that the same adult whale spent the whole
period (41 days) inside or in the vicinity of the bay. This
whale calved approximately 12 days after arriving and
remained in the bay with the young calf for a period of 27 to
31 days after the birth, before departing.

DISCUSSION
Fig. 2. Seasonality of incidental sightings of southern right whales
along the Namibian coast (1971-1999).

not witnessed but is thought to have taken place within two
days of 28 August. The mother and calf pair remained in the
bay and were seen many times until 25 September. The calf
was estimated to be less than one third of the adult’s length
when first observed and was seen only in close association
with the adult. The last recorded sightings of the mother and
calf pair were noted on 20, 23 and 25 September. Surveys of
the bay by boat on 26 and 27 and along the shore on 28
September failed to locate the whales and they were not
sighted again despite continued frequent observations from
the shore until mid-November. As only one adult whale was

Since 1971, southern right whales have been sighted
between the Kunene River mouth on the Angolan border and
the vicinity of the Orange River, on the South African
border. Some of these whales were mature cows and at least
one was a male. At least 10 small calves accompanied by
adults were seen along the Namibian coast between 1996 and
1999.
The seasonal distribution of sightings in Namibian waters,
from June to December with a peak in September, is
supported by the seasonal occurrence of southern right
whales in other calving areas in Australia (Bannister, 1986),
Patagonia (Payne, 1986) and South Africa (Best and Scott,
1993). The average sighting date was 4 September; whales
seem to be present inshore along the Namibian coast slightly
earlier in the year on average than at higher latitudes in the
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South Atlantic where the peak of abundance inshore is late
September (Payne, 1986; Best and Scott, 1993) or early
October (Best, 1981).
With the exception of one sighting in early December
1971, cow-calf pairs were sighted between mid-July and the
end of October; one calf was born at the end of August in
1996. Despite the small number of observations, this agrees
well with the calving season and the residence time of cows
and young calves in other calving areas (Whitehead and
Payne, 1981; Best, 1994b). Best (1994b) estimated the
calving season in South Africa to range from late June to late
October with most calves (95.5%) born during a period of
118 days around the mean date of birth (24 August). Cow
and calf pairs are usually resident in coastal waters of South
Africa for about a month before starting their southerly
migration (Best and Scott, 1993), but some pairs may stay in
the same bay for more than two months (Best, 1981).
Historical records place the northernmost limit of the
coastal distribution of the species prior to exploitation in
southern Angola, and Baia dos Tigres was a well known
whaling ground at the beginning of the exploitation of right
whales in the southeastern Atlantic (although it is unclear if
calving was taking place there). Best (1981) commented on
the striking paucity of modern records for the species north
of 32°S along the west coast of Southern Africa, and
concluded that the species still had to recolonise much of its
former range in the region. The analysis of survey data up to
1987 along the coast of South Africa confirmed that the
South African population was increasing at a rate close to
7% per year. However, the bulk of the population is
concentrated to the east of the Cape of Good Hope, and only
one cow and calf pair and three unaccompanied adults were
sighted along the west coast of South Africa north of 32°S in
four aerial surveys between 1981 and 1986 (Best, 1990b).
The sightings presented in this study show that the species
has been present throughout its former range in the coastal
waters of Namibia in recent years.

The sightings of a single adult off the Kunene River mouth
and of a mother and calf pair swimming in a southerly
direction on 30 October 1996 at Möwe Bay are particularly
significant. They are the northernmost records of the species
in Namibia since the end of the whaling era. In addition,
considering the date and the swimming direction, the cow
and calf pair had presumably started the southward
migration. A pair of unidentified whales was sighted the
following day from the shore at Terrace Bay, 80km south of
Möwe Bay, and could have been the same animals (J. and B.
Paterson, pers. comm.). Therefore, the calf was probably
born earlier in the season and to the north.
Most mature cows calve every 3rd year (Best, 1990a),
therefore, sightings of mother and calf pairs during four
consecutive years seem to confirm the existence of a small
established breeding stock off Namibia. This represents a
northward extension of the hitherto known regular modern
calving range of the species in the southeastern Atlantic by
more than 1,000km.
No inference can be made on population size and trend
from incidental sightings. A minimum of three complete
successive aerial surveys of the area would be needed to
assess the number of mature females calving in Namibian
waters. Further survey data and photo-identification studies
are required to estimate the size of the population
frequenting the Namibian coast, its trend and its relationship
with other sub-populations in the South Atlantic. On the
other hand, from the results of the surveys (Table 2), the
absence of recorded strandings during the 20th century and
the paucity of incidental records, it is clear that the
population frequenting the Namibian coast is still very
small.
Available whaling records clearly document the extreme
depletion of the local stock before the advent of modern
whaling (Best and Ross, 1986) and it is possible that the
breeding population of Namibia and southern Angola had
been almost completely eradicated before any protection
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was granted to the species. In practice, the southern right
whale was awarded partial protection only after 1935, and in
the South Atlantic some right whales were taken illegally in
the Antarctic, Brazil and around Tristan da Cunha until the
1970s (Best, 1981; 1988; Tormosov et al., 1998). The taking
of only a few individuals per decade since the beginning of
the 20th century could have been sufficient to keep the local
population at extremely low levels and to prevent any earlier
noticeable recovery.
At least three of the historically important calving bays in
Namibia (Walvis Bay, Lüderitz Bay and Elizabeth Bay),
have been the sites of important habitat alterations during the
20th century. The first two have been developed into major
harbours while a large part of Elizabeth Bay is being filled in
by diamond mining operations. Inshore shipping and fishing
have increased greatly since the middle of the 20th century
and the past two decades have been marked by an
accelerated development of coastal and marine mining as
well as oil exploration. Anthropogenic factors, through
habitat modification and increased mortality risk associated
with ship collisions and entanglement in fishing gear (Kraus,
1990), might play a limiting role in the potential recovery of
the Namibian right whale population.
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