Nova Scotia Whale Population Upgraded to Endangered Status;       Oil and Gas Exploration Implicated
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In its most recent report, the federal Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) designated the Nova Scotia population of the Northern Bottlenose Whale as Endangered. Previously, this whale was considered a Species of Special Concern, but in November 2002 the Committee upgraded the whale population to Endangered status, the most serious risk category a species can face short of extinction. COSEWIC cited declining habitat quality as a major threat to the whale population, and implicated the oil and gas industry in this decline.  “The Scotian Shelf population of the Northern Bottlenose Whale is threatened by oil and gas exploration and development in and around its prime habitat near Sable Island,” says COSEWIC in their report. 

Petroleum resources are found using loud "seismic" explosions. All whale species are sensitive to loud noise, but some are especially sensitive. Tonya Wimmer, a Dalhousie graduate student and conservation activist, has conducted research on Northern Bottlenose Whales. She says that “we can expect the Bottlenose Whale to be among those species that are specially sensitive to ocean noise. We have heard very loud seismic when we've been conducting research on the Scotian Shelf."  This is a beaked whale and according to COSEWIC “beaked whales elsewhere have perished because of loud underwater noises associated with undersea exploration.”

There are about 130 Bottlenose Whales left in the Nova Scotia population. These whales inhabit undersea canyons along the Eastern Scotian Slope, where oil and gas exploration is widespread. The Department of Fisheries and Oceans is currently working to designate the largest of these canyons, known as The Gully, as a Marine Protected Area under the Oceans Act.  

The Nova Scotia chapter of the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS-NS) is in favour of designating The Gully as a protected area, but calls for more to be done to save the endangered whales.

“Protecting the Gully alone will not be enough,” says Dr. Martin Willison, President of CPAWS-NS. “These whales are dependent on a larger area, which must be protected along with the Gully if we are to control threats to the whale population.”  Willison points out that the Precautionary Principle should be applied.  This principle is central to Canada’s Oceans Act, which is the relevant law for managing this part of the ocean. Since loud noises carry extremely long distances underwater and are likely to affect whales, Willison argues that  “seismic testing should not be allowed within 50km of the Gully and the two adjacent canyons that the whales inhabit.”  

Offshore petroleum development falls under the jurisdiction of both the federal and provincial governments. Therefore, both Nova Scotia and Ottawa have a responsibility to protect the Bottlenose Whale from the harmful impacts of oil and gas exploration. While Wimmer and Willison say they are pleased COSEWIC has recognized the plight of the whales, they are concerned that this may not automatically result in appropriate action being taken. 
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