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Road Maps and Roadblocks

What can be achieved in Madeira?  Almost every IWC member state backs the reform process because they accept that without changes the IWC cannot hope to act as an effective international instrument. Reformers are talking in terms of building consensus and constructing a road map to a package that can be agreed at IWC 62.  

One country, Australia, strongly disagrees with this assessment. It insists on trying to force through fundamental change to the whaling convention without bringing together the divided parties.  This may not be a realistic objective but it does serve their purpose of hampering the prospects of reformers by creating a roadblock.  

Sharing Australia’s vision are the environmentalist NGOs, who have battled the reform process since it began.  They view any package as unacceptable because, by definition, it would involve some sort of trade-off and therefore a concession.  Any concession, they argue, would represent a step backwards, whatever may be extracted from whaling nations in return. 

Anti-reformers are taking the view that nothing can be given and everything must be taken. They hope to derail the reformers and, when talks break down, attach blame to Japan for not compromising enough.  

The NGOs, meanwhile, enjoy the luxury of never having to compromise because they are not a member state.  They pull strings and are active in the debate but they don’t have any of the responsibilities that national delegates must juggle.  They apply pressure, often through the media, without consequence.  

One of the key decisions in Madeira will be the appointment of the next IWC Chairman.  Most nations would like to see Dr. Hogarth reappointed because he is considered essential to the reform process and the person best positioned to navigate the IWC along the road map.   

But in a microcosm of the IWC’s wider dysfunctionality, this is being opposed by his own delegation, which is now led by a former IFAW and Pew anti-whaling campaigner.  The NGOs want to see him gone as part of their anti-reform agenda.  So an American who has done the most to try to save the IWC is being vetoed by the United States.  

So who will become Chairman?  The anti-reformers do not want it to be Australia’s Donna Petrachenko. A Chairman is obliged to find solutions.  They fear that the position prevents nations from opposing whaling with sufficient passion.  Witness Dr. Hogarth and Dr. Fischer.  

So, what can be achieved in Madeira?  Anti-reformers are confident that they now hold enough cards to maintain the roadblock.  If they are right, all bets are off.  The end of this meeting could signify the moment when the IWC finally gives up any pretence of acting as a meaningful institution.

Conserving Whales

As Australia continues its campaign to halt the hunting of abundant minke whales, it is worth recalling that whaling nations agreed to stop hunting right, bowhead and gray whales over 70 years ago, in 1937.  This was done without the IWC. 

Between 1964 and 1966, nations agreed to stop hunting blue and humpback whales.  

By the time the “temporary” moratorium was introduced, truly endangered species were already protected by these measures and the New Management Procedure that had been agreed in 1974.  

Gray, humpback and fin whales have made particularly marked recoveries since this time.  And somehow this was all achieved before most of today’s anti-whaling groups imposed their ecological footprint on the IWC.  

As this meeting tries not to get sidetracked by anti-reformers, it is worth keeping in mind that the real conservation gains for whales had nothing to do with the moratorium or the IWC’s dysfunctional annual meetings over the past twenty years.  

And it is interesting to note just how out of sync Australia’s strong arm advocacy is from the era when nations succeeded in coming together to conserve species that were truly in danger.  
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