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Figure 1. Density distribution of humpback whales in Peru showing home range core areas of high density (dark 

blue) between Manta (Ecuador) and Isla Lobos (Peru). Data from Santillan 2011; Pacheco et al., 2013; Guidino et al., 

2014; and the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute.  

 

 

HUMPBACK WHALE DISTRIBUTION 

The northern coast of Peru constitutes a corridor of seasonal migration of humpback whales 

towards the equatorial region of reproduction and breeding, according to the Permanent 

Commission for the South Pacific. Humpback whales are observed from May to December, but 

more frequently between September and November. Cow-calf pairs have been observed in the 

shallow waters, close to the shore along Los Órganos (~ 4 ° S) and Sechura Bay (~ 5, 6 ° S). 

Approximately 98% of the observed humpback whales were in the neritic zone, where the water 

depths are less than 200 m. 

 

Recent studies have mainly focused on the southern limit of humpback whale breeding grounds, 

in northern Peru. Within their breeding grounds, whales mostly used neritic waters, less than 200 

m deep (Fig 1.) (Pacheco et al., 2009; Guidino et al., 2014; Guzman & Félix, 2017). However, 

density was specific to depth ranges depending on group composition, with mother-calf pairs 

preferring shallower waters less than 50 m deep (Guidino et al., 2014). This coastal distribution 

of females with calves is maintained by migrating females after leaving the breeding area (Félix 

& Guzman, 2014), which have been recorded travelling at a speed of 80.5-136.2 km per day (H. 

M. Guzman & Félix, 2017). 

 

 

SHIPPING ROUTES 

Currently in Peru there is a lack of routing measures to organize shipping vessels traveling 

alongside the coastline. Organizing methods, such as ATBAs (Areas to Be Avoided) or TSSs 

(Traffic Separation Schemes), are scarce and focused in specific locations. The only ATBA is 

located in Paracas (S13°52'), a coastal natural protected area in southern Peru (IMO, 2002). 
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within the TSS between August and December when humpback whales (particularly mothers and 

calves) are present (Guzman et al., 2013), as speed reduction has been shown to result in reduced 

risk of ship strikes (Laist et al., 2014). 

 

DISCUSSION 

Peru is an important area for humpback whales, as it is both a transit and a breeding area for the 

Eastern South Pacific stock. However, the potential risk of ship strikes is still a non-evaluated 

threat for cetaceans within the Peruvian marine territory (García-Godos, 2007). Evidence from 

neighboring countries support the need for addressing this issue through preventive measures, 

such as the ordering of marine traffic, specially in the vicinity of breeding grounds in northern 

Peru (Guzman et al., 2013). 

 

Various examples of vessel traffic regulation efforts to prevent vessel-whale collisions exist 

mostly in the northern hemisphere. In the Atlantic coast of North America, tools like SMAs and 

ATBAs have proven to be effective at reducing whale mortality associated to vessel-whale 

collisions (Laist et al., 2014; Vanderlaan & Taggart, 2009). Similarly, ATBAs, TSSs and speed 

limits have already been adopted by the International Maritime Organization (IMO) in Costa Rica 

and Panama (IMO, 2016; IMO, 2013), recognizing the threat of collisions within the breeding 

grounds of humpback whales; initiatives that should be replicated alongside the migratory route 

of the species.  

 

The International Maritime Organization (IMO) is the competent body to address ship strikes 

with cetaceans (IMO document MEPC 55/23, paragraph 22.15). "The data shows that almost all 

species of cetaceans are susceptible to collisions with ships. In addition to mortality, collisions 

with ships can cause various injuries to cetaceans, such as broken bones and lacerations caused 

by the helices" (circular MEPC.1 / Circ.674). On the other hand, collisions with large whales 

can also cause considerable damage to ships. It is considered that "collisions between vessels 

and cetaceans have had serious consequences on the economy, humans and the environment on 

a global scale" (document MPC 57/18/2).  

The importance of taking measures in the Peruvian Coastline is emphasized especially when 

considering that this region is habitat for 8 species of big cetaceans (Reyes-Robles, 2009). These 

include blue whales (Balaenoptera musculus), fin whales (Balaenoptera physalus), sperm whales 

(Physeter macrocephalus), southern right whales (Eubalaena australis), among others. Being the 

latter of particular concern, as the Chile-Peru subpopulation of southern right whales is critically 

endangered according to the IUCN, with less than 60 remaining adults and whose main threat is 

mortality due to ship collisions (Cooke, 2018).  

 

 

Recommendations  

With the understanding of the importance of the Peruvian coastline in the seasonal migration of 

humpback whales and the potential risk of human activities on their breeding grounds, the 

implementation of routing measures for large cetacean conservation is necessary. Tools for the 

organization of maritime traffic such as Traffic Separation Schemes (TSS) could prevent whale 

collisions as well as provide safeguards for artisanal and industrial fisheries, natural protected 

areas, whale watching tourism and oil exploration activities.  

 

A TSS is a means to organize maritime traffic for the safety of vessels transiting through Peruvian 

territorial waters near the coastal zones, and to maintain a safe distance between large merchant 

ships and artisanal and industrial fishing vessels, but without imposing restrictions on navigation. 

This measure can also be used to keep vessels away, and at a safe distance, from places where 

whale populations breed, feed or follow their migratory route. The TSS are important for 

preventing incidents near convergence areas where there are activities related to the exploration 

and exploitation of hydrocarbons and tourism, as well as natural protected areas and reserve areas 

for the conservation of species and ecosystems in Peru. As a result, the TSS will increase the 








