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Over the past several years Fisheries and Oceans Canada, Transport 

Canada, Environment and Climate Change Canada, and Parks 

Canada, have worked together to make targeted investments to 

address immediate threats facing North Atlantic right whales and 

other endangered whale species, including $167.4 million under 

the Whales Initiative announced in Budget 2018. The Whales 

Initiative was the first targeted national whale fund to protect key 

species. It was further supported by additional funds found in the 

Oceans Protection Plan and Nature Legacy initiatives. These 

investments started a shift in the way fisheries operate, with a 

focus on innovative tools that protect North Atlantic right whales 

and other species, while also demonstrating the role of fisheries in 

a blue economy and Canada’s leadership in sustainable seafood.  

 

The North Atlantic right whale population is in decline and 

estimated to be approximately 336 animals. Over the past several 
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years, Fisheries and Oceans Canada has been working with 

harvesters to implement a range of measures to halt the decline of 

this species, and in turn allow our important fisheries and fishing 

communities to coexist with them. Our priority is to support the 

recovery of this population by preventing entanglements. To do 

this we have implemented changes to the seasonal open and close 

dates of fisheries to avoid interactions with right whales. This 

includes targeted icebreaking operations in the Gulf of St. 

Lawrence to help harvesters get out on the water as early in the 

spring as possible. We have also implemented one of the world’s 

most advanced and near real-time area closure programs to 

remove fishing gear, such as lobster and snow crab gear, where and 

when right whales are detected in Atlantic Canada and Quebec. 

This includes temporary and season-long fishing area closures. 

These measures are supported by a comprehensive monitoring 

regime to detect the presence of whales in our waters, including 

flights, vessels, and acoustic monitoring.  

 

To reduce the threat of serious injury in the event a whale is 

entangled, the Department is working with the fishing industry and 

partners in Atlantic Canada and Quebec to develop whalesafe 

fishing gear. These include systems that fish without vertical lines, 
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preventing whales from becoming entangled in the gear; as well as 

other innovations that incorporate low breaking-strength links. 

These links are designed to fish under normal conditions and yet 

break if a large whale should become entangled. Trials of such gear 

have been underway over the past few years, and the 

Department’s $20 million Whalesafe Gear Adoption Fund is 

providing support to nearly three dozen projects this year. The 

expertise developed by harvesters and experts under the 

Whalesafe Gear Adoption Fund has been central to the 

development of our approach to implement requirements for 

whalesafe gear in commercial fisheries with an implementation 

beginning in 2023, focused on protecting whales, the operational 

realities of the fishing industry and ensuring the safety of 

harvesters.   

 

Also, since 2019, the Department, through its Ghost Gear Fund, has 

invested $16.7 million through contribution agreements to assist 

Indigenous groups, fish harvesters, the aquaculture industry, non-

government organizations and communities to take concrete 

action in the fight against ghost gear. Through Budget 2022, the 

Ghost Gear Fund received $10 million to continue retrieval 

activities, support responsible disposal and pilot new technology to 
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reduce ghost gear.  The Fishing Gear Reporting System was 

developed and launched in 2021 that allows commercial harvesters 

to conveniently input a description of their lost gear and its location 

from any online device. This new reporting system helps harvesters 

comply with their lost and retrieved fishing gear reporting 

requirements, and helps DFO generate accurate gear loss hotspots 

maps and trends, guiding more effective retrieval efforts and 

identifying areas that are a top priority due to potential risks to 

species like right whales. Canada just recently became the first 

country in the world to share its lost and retrieved gear reporting 

data through the Global Ghost Gear Initiative’s global data portal, 

the world’s largest freely available repository of ghost gear data, 

again showcasing Canada as a world leader in conservation 

strategies. 

 

Key investments to date in research, monitoring and data 

collection continue to enhance the Government of Canada’s 

understanding of North Atlantic right whale distribution, foraging 

habits and prey availability. 

 

The government also continues to build the Marine Mammal 

Response Program, which aims to assist marine mammals, 
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including North Atlantic right whales, and sea turtles in distress. In 

collaboration with conservation groups and non-governmental 

organizations, the Department supports marine mammal incident 

response networks in all regions under the umbrella of the Marine 

Mammal Response Program. We have made substantial 

investments in our Marine Mammal Response Program over the 

past several years to support safe and timely response to marine 

mammals in distress, such as entangled whales, and to conduct 

necropsies.  

 

Our investments in the Marine Mammal Response Program include 

the $4.5 million contributions program to build capacity for safe 

and effective marine mammal response across Canada, as well as 

$1 million annually in operational support for our response 

partners.  

 

With our ongoing and regular engagement of harvesters, industry 

groups, Right Whale experts, our counterparts in the United States 

Government and others, we have seen positive signs. For example, 

there have been no reported North Atlantic right whale mortalities 

in Canadian waters over the past three years. At the same time, 

there have been new right whale entanglements identified in both 
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Canadian and U.S. waters, including 4 new entanglements first 

observed in Canadian waters this year. I should note that until a full 

investigation is conducted by the department of the gear when it is 

retrieved, the origin of the gear cannot be determined and could 

therefore be of Canadian or American origin.  

 

Fisheries management will continue to  evolve and adapt to protect 

and conserve North Atlantic right whale populations, as well as 

other populations which are at risk. Recent analysis by one of our 

research partners, the Canadian Wildlife Federation, has estimated 

that our temporary closures to protect right whales, have reduced 

the threat of entanglement by about 65% for the Southern Gulf 

crab fishery alone. Adding this to other measures we have 

implemented in this fishery, including the retrieval of lost or 

abandoned fishing gear, further reduces the risk of entanglement 

of right whales to about 82%. Our world-class adaptive 

management measures, which incorporate the best available 

science, are developed through close collaboration between our 

department, the fishing industry, Indigenous communities and 

leading scientists to protect and rebuild the endangered whale 

populations while upholding Canada’s reputation for sustainably-

sourced seafood. We recognize there is more work to be done, and 
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that it is not easy. We need to recognize the significant work and 

innovation that has happened to date to protect right whales with 

our fishing industry. At the same time, we will only see long-term 

recovery of the population when there are no entanglements and 

deaths over multiple years.   

 

The strength in Canada’s strategy to protect right whales is in our 

ability to adapt and evolve based on science and through working 

with harvesters and experts.   

 


