Global Perspective: Overview of an International Organization—The International Whaling Commission

The first records of whaling can be traced back hundreds of years to the twelfth century in the Bay of Biscay of Spain.  During whaling’s heydays of the 1930s, 85 percent of the world’s catch of whales was coming from the Antarctic, with 95 percent of these catches dominated by Norway and the United Kingdom. 


With the possible exhaustion of whale stock, the problem of whales as a common property resource came to the forefront.  When a resource is common property, single users have no right to the resource, nor can they prevent others from sharing in its exploitation.  These doctrines of freedom of the seas and common property resources date back to the Roman times and were constantly used by states as an argument to justify the overfishing of whale stocks in previous centuries.  Seeing a need to keep statistical data on the populations of different whale species, Norway, at the request of the International Council for the Exploration of the Seas, set up the Bureau of International Whaling Statistics in 1930 to deal with whaling problems.  This eventually led to the drafting and signing of the Convention for the Regulation of Whaling in 1931.  The convention “applied to all waters . . . but was only applicable to baleen whale” and provided exemptions for aboriginal subsistence whaling.  This convention had little effect on the amount of whaling because important nations such as Germany and Japan failed to adhere to the rules.  A new draft of the convention was brought into effect in 1937 and included such countries as Norway, the United Kingdom, and Germany.  In 1946, the International Whaling Conference (IWC) was convened by the United States to address the post-World War II whaling issues. 


The measures to be taken by this conference were to completely protect certain whale species, specify certain whale sanctuaries, set limits on the number of whales taken, decide when hunting seasons would open and close, and specify the size and age of those whales that could be taken.  It is important to point out that the majority of the nations that were original members of the IWC were whaling states and had no real interest in protecting the whale to preserve biologic diversity.  The formation and actions of the IWC in its early years were purely economically motivated. 


The ineffectiveness of the IWC to control the slaughter of whale populations continued into the 1970s until environmentally oriented nongovernmental organizations began to champion the struggle of the whale.  Soon millions of people in the world were chanting “save the whale” and began demanding that the IWC pass a moratorium to end whaling.  But a powerful veto coalition made up of Japan, Norway, the Soviet Union, Iceland, Chile, and Peru was able to control the vote in the IWC and defeat any measures that were harmful to the whaling industry as a whole. 


Seeing that it could not influence the voting of the IWC alone, the United States began to form a new strategy.  To ensure a moratorium on whaling in the IWC, nonwhaling states from the developing nations were brought in to outnumber the whaling states.  The state leading this group of new members was the small island nation of Seychelles.  Despite economic threats from Japan, Seychelles held strong and was able to push for a moratorium that was eventually passed by the IWC in 1982.  Although many believed that this was the final victory in the struggle to end whaling, the war continued.  Nations such as Norway and Iceland threatened to leave the IWC and eventually did so.  Other nations found loopholes in the moratorium and continued to kill large numbers of whales.  Today, the future of both the moratorium and the IWC is unclear.  Japan rallies developing nations onto its side with promises of economic aid.  Other nations such as Norway are refusing to abide by the ruling handed down by the IWC and state that they will resume whaling.  With a decline in the United States’ ability to influence the IWC, perhaps the only hope for the whale in the future is the changing attitude of the Japanese public toward the killing of whales.  
