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It’s Time to Call the Game 



It is no secret that the International Whaling Commission (IWC) has proven to be a flawed conservation model. Since the IWC was born out of the first international treaty to establish a conservation agenda, it should not be a complete surprise that it has its faults. Notably, subsequent conservation treaties, such as CITES and the CBD, have followed different formulas. 

Conservationists promote the protection, preservation, management and restoration of species and, from their perspective, the IWC has been a failure for a number of reasons. It wasn’t until 1974 that a management system was instituted. Then, in 1982 the IWC fell hostage to a purely protectionist agenda that still prevails today. Since that time, science has played a back seat to political posturing. The IWC’s temporary ban on commercial whaling has become permanent by default even though many whale stocks are sufficiently abundant to allow sustainable harvesting. The IWC is not likely to establish a management system in the foreseeable future. 

In some ways, the IWC has evolved into the world’s first international instrument for making ethics-based decisions on wildlife. Anti-use ethicists take the view that whales should never be killed by mankind under any circumstances and they try to use IWC rules to enforce this preference. However, for the ethicists, the IWC is only a limited success. The commercial utilization of even the most abundant whale species has largely been prevented for the last twenty years but hundreds of whales are harvested each year by IWC members – legally but outside IWC control. This won’t change because, whatever the vote count at any plenary session, it is not possible to change the IWC’s basic rules that allow for the filing of objections and scientific whaling. 

There are just two positions in the IWC. One side favors regulated use and the other insists on no use. There is no room for compromise. It is now clear that the gap between them is insurmountable. 

From this, IWMC concludes that: 

The IWC has come to the end of its useful life. There is nothing more it can do. It serves no useful purpose now and never will in the future. 

International conservation instruments require goodwill, consensus and cooperation among states in order to be effective and achieve longevity. Take that away and everything eventually untangles. 

Despite the failure of the IWC conservation model, whaling countries still have a fundamental responsibility to ensure that their future commercial harvests are subject to an effective international whale management system. The regulation of whaling should not end with the collapse of the IWC; it should be the beginning point. 

IWMC has consistently argued that whale conservation requires the establishment of an international management system to regulate catches. The absence of such a system is hailed by anti-use ethicists but it should be of concern to all conservationists. 

We now urge whaling countries to leave the IWC and set up a new body that will properly regulate whale harvests based on scientific assessments of stocks. 

Doubtless, anti-use ethicists will vociferously oppose such a development because it will eliminate what little ability they have to prevent the harvesting of whales. In our view, they have no reason to complain. If they want an international instrument based on ethics they should draft one and persuade countries to be bound by it instead of usurping an existing organization that is supposed to be promoting conservation.
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