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135 Station Road, Impington, Cambridge, UK, CB24 9NP; 
Tel: +44 1223 233397 - Fax: +44 1223 232876 

E-mail: secretariat@iwc.int 

PROJECT PROPOSAL REQUEST 

1. .  PROPOSAL TITLE
Identifying individual blue whales from Madagascar photographs 

2. .  BRIEF OVERVIEW OF  THE PROPOSAL AND ITS EXPECTED  OUTCOME
The population structure of blue whales (Balaenoptera musculus) in the Indian Ocean is understood primarily from acoustic 
song types, where five different acoustic populations occur and may overlap geographically in their distribution (Branch et 
al. 2021). Much remains unknown about these specific populations including movement between regions of the Indian 
Ocean. It is suspected that blue whales that winter near Madagascar spend the summer in the northwest Indian Ocean 
(Cerchio et al. 2020). Overall there are few data from the southwest region, including the waters adjacent to Madagascar. 
Photo-identification data from the area may provide information on residency and/or movement patterns.  

Photographs are available from the IWC/SOWER Madagascar survey in 1996 and from Dr. Sal Cerchio who collected 
photographs opportunistically in 2012. A total of 457 photos representing 12-17 individuals is available. 

This project entails extracting all of the individually identifiable blue whales from the photographs, comparing them to one 
another, and uploading the ID photographs into the Southern Hemisphere Blue Whale Catalogue (SHBWC; Galletti 
Vernazzani et al. 2021). Once in the collaborative SHBWC, the Madagascar photos can be compared to other blue whale ID 
photographs from the Indian Ocean per encouragement by the Scientific Committee in 2020 (IWC 2020). 

Branch, T. A. et al. 2021. Monthly movements and historical catches of pygmy blue whale populations inferred from song detections. 
Paper SC68C/SH/17 presented to the IWC Scientific Committee. 

Cerchio, S., Rasoloarijao, T., Mueller-Brennan, B., Cholewiak, D. 2020. Acoustic monitoring of blue whales (Balaenoptera musculus) and fin 
whales (Balaenoptera physalus) in the Mozambique Channel off the northwest coast of Madagascar. Paper SC68B/SH/08 
submitted to the IWC Scientific Committee.  

Galletti Vernazzani, B., Olson, P.A., Salgado-Kent, C. 2021. Progress report on Southern Hemisphere Blue Whale Catalogue: Period May 
2020-March 2021. Paper SC68C/SH22Rev01 presented to the IWC Scientific Committee. 

International Whaling Commission. 2020. Report of the Scientific Committee, item 8.2.1.4. 

3. .  RELEVANT IWC SCIENTIFIC COMMITTEE GROUPS OR  SUB-GROUPS
SH  The sub committee on Southern Hemisphere whale stocks is preparing for a Comprehensive Assessment of non-
Antarctic Southern Hemisphere blue whales, including whales from the Southwest Indian Ocean/Madagascar region. Results 
generated from this study will provide photo-ID data relevant for identifying movement patterns or stock identity. 

4. .  TYPE OF  PROJECT (PLEASE TICK)

Research project X 

Modelling 

Workshop/meeting 

Database creation/maintenance X

Compilation work/editing (e.g. on whalewatching regulations, SOCER, etc.) 

Other (please specify below) 

SC/68C/RP/08
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(A) BACKGROUND, RATIONALE, AND RELEVANCE TO THE PRIORITIES IDENTIFIED BY THE IWC SCIENTIFIC 

COMMITTEE: 

In 2020 the Committee encouraged the submission of photographs from the southwest Indian Ocean region 
to the Southern Hemisphere Blue Whale Catalogue. Once compiled, the matching of this photo-ID sub-
catalogue (from the southwest Indian Ocean/Madagascar) with the sub-catalogue being compiled from the 
northwest Indian Ocean is considered a priority activity to assess connectivity (IWC 2020). 
 
International Whaling Commission. 2020. Report of the Scientific Committee, item 8.2.1.4. 

(B) SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES OR  TOR AND DELIVERABLES/OUTCOMES:  
Provide the specific objectives and the expected deliverables. In the case of workshops and meetings, include the Terms of 
Reference (ToR) and expected outcomes 

Objectives: 
(1) Identify individual blue whales from 457 photographs taken during the IWC Madagascar blue whale 

survey and those taken opportunistically in 2012 
(2)  Compare photographs of newly identified individuals from the collection to one another 
(3) Upload identification photos to the Southern Hemisphere Blue Whale Catalogue 
(4) Prepare data summary 

 
Deliverables: 

(1)  Uploaded identification photographs to the SHBWC  
(2) Summarized results for inclusion in annual report of the SHBWC to the Scientific Committee in 2022  

. 

(C) METHODOLOGICAL  APPROACH/WORK  PLAN/ADMINISTRATIVE DETAILS  

 
Blue whale photographs will be examined for unique natural markings and identified as individuals based on 
methods outlined in Sears et al. (1990) and Gendron and Ugalde de la Cruz (2012). Identification photos will be 
selected for each whale and an identification number assigned. Identification photographs will be compared 
within and between years.  

Ultimately this is a collaborative effort between the applicant (Paula Olson), Dr. Sal Cerchio, and members of the 
internationally collaborative Southern Hemisphere Blue Whale Catalogue.  

Gendron, D. and Ugalde de la Cruz, A. 2012. A new classifcation method to simplify blue whale photo-identification 
technique. J. Cetacean Res. Manage. 12: 79-84. 

Sears, R., Williamson, J.M, Wenzel, F.W., Bérubé, M., Gendron, D. and Jones, P. 1990. Photographic identification of the 
blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus) in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, Canada. Rep. Int. Whal. Commn., (Special 
Issue) 12: 335-342. 

5. BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSAL AND ITS CONNECTION WITH SCIENTIFIC COMMITTEE 
RECOMMENDATIONS (DO NOT EXCEED 1500 WORDS) 
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(D) SUGGESTION S FO R OUTREACH  
Please, note that successful proponents will be requested to produce ad hoc material that will be used by the IWC Secretariat for 
dissemination and outreach. 

6. .  TIMETABLE FOR  ACTIVITIES AND OUTPUTS  

Specify the timetable for project activities and expected out puts separately. For projects with multiple distinct elements please indicate interim 
goals and timeframes. Add as many rows as you need to the tables below. If publications are an expected output please note whether you will 

Journal of Cetacean Research and Management. 

 

Activity to be undertaken Key person(s) Start(mm/yy) Finish (mm/yy) 
Photo analyzation/ID extraction, comparison of ID photos, 
compiling sighting history data, uploading to Southern 
Hemisphere Blue Whale Catalogue, preparation of summary for 
SC report 

Paula Olson 09/21 10/21 

    

    

    

    

    

    

 

Expected outputs Completion date (mm/yy) 
Photographs uploaded to the Southern Hemisphere Blue Whale Catalogue (SHBWC) 10/21 
Results included in annual report of the SHBWC submitted to the IWC Scientific 
Committee meeting 69A 

05/22 

  

  

 

7. .  (OR STEERING GROUP) NAME(S) AND AFFILIATION  
 

Name Affiliation Connection with decision 
Paula Olson SWFSC/NOAA/USA SC Convenor 
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9. .  DATA ARCHIVING/SHARING  

Please state your plans for data archiving and sharing. Note that data collected primarily under IWC grants are considered publicly available 
after an agreed period of time for publication of papers, usually about two years. The work of the IWC depends on the voluntary contribution of 
data to the various databases and catalogues IWC supports. Please consult the Secretariat (secretariat@iwc.int). 

 

Not applicable 

 

 

10. .  PERMITS (PLEASE TICK)  
 

Do you have the necessary permits to carry out the field work and have animal welfare 
considerations been appropriately considered? 

 
 

N/A 
 

Do you have the appropriate permits (e.g. CITES) for the import/export of any samples?  
N/A 
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