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Abstract 
Contracting governments to the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling are required 

to provide an annual National Progress Report summarising cetacean related activities annually. 

National Progress Reports are intended to provide a concise summary of the cetacean research 

undertaken in member countries as well as a summary of information on direct and incidental 

anthropogenic mortality. National Progress Report data is currently submitted into an online 

submission system by various researchers, stakeholders and government representatives. Following 

submission, all data is made available for statistical query during Scientific Committee meetings 

however there is no associated report output that summarises data at the country or continental 

level. In order to increase the accessibility and visibility of National Progress Report data and 

encourage increased reporting from member nations, we developed an script in R that generates 

nation reports that summarise multiple years of submitted data by way of graphical representation 

and data summary tables. We present two examples of National Progress Report member nation 

summaries here. Additionally, we make recommendations regarding the online submission system 

to facilitate data accessibility, transparency and analysis. 

Background 

National Progress Reports 
Contracting governments to the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling are 

encouraged to report scientific information related to whales annually to the International Whaling 

Commission (Article VIII, Paragraph 3 of the Convention). The Rules of Procedure of the Scientific 

Committee indicate that this information should be reported as a brief progress report following the 

format agreed by the Committee (Rule E.1). National Progress Reports are considered a vital 

contribution to the work of the Scientific Committee and the Commission and provide a valuable 

opportunity for countries to share an overview of their national cetacean research and data and 

stimulate important cross-country collaboration in science and conservation actions. However, only 

a very limited number of International Whaling Commission member countries have submitted 

National Progress Reports in recent years. 

National Progress Report data submission process 
National Progress Report data is currently submitted into an online submission system by various 

researchers, stakeholders and government representatives. A verification process exists whereby 

individual users submit data records to their relevant organisational administrator for approval. 

These data records are then made available to the country level administrator responsible for 

approving and submitting all data records. Following submission, all data is made available for 

statistical query and consideration by relevant sub-committees during Scientific Committee 

meetings however there is no associated report output providing an overview a country or 

continental level overview. All National Progress Report data is made publicly available for download 

as a spreadsheet.  



Increasing the accessibility and visibility of National Progress Report data 
In order to increase the accessibility and visibility of National Progress Report data and encourage 

increased reporting from member nations, we developed a script using R (R Core Team 2022) that 

can generate nation reports that summarise submitted data by way of graphics and data summary 

tables. By producing such high-level, multi-year, national reports, we can make available to data 

providers an authored output which can potentially act as an incentive for data holders to provide 

and submit their data. Additionally, these data summaries increase the visibility of National Progress 

Report data and can inform a country level or even continental view on cetacean trend, enabling 

detection of anomalies or emerging issues. 

The utility of National Progress Report member nation summaries is likely to be broader than the 

Scientific Committee. National Progress Report member nation summaries could inform processes 

within the Conservation Committee in particular, for example, the Bycatch Mitigation Initiative or 

could accompany Voluntary Conservation Reports.  

Examples of National Progress Report member nation summaries 
In Appendix 1, we present the National Progress Report member nation summary for Australia. 

Appendix 2 contains the National Progress Report member nation summary for the United States of 

America, with permission granted for inclusion by the Head of Delegation of the United States of 

America at the International Whaling Commission Scientific Committee. 

Recommendations for increased utility of National Progress Report data  
In order to facilitate the production of National Progress Report member nation summaries, we have 

a number of recommendations primarily related to optimising data entry forms for data analysis and 

visualisation. These include: 

• The adoption of clear and consistent data entry standards across all data entry forms, 

including, but not limited to: 

o Consistent and tidy field names; 

o Data validation to ensure the correct data type (e.g., integer, text) or values (e.g., 

from a pre-defined list) are entered. 

• It is critical that data entry facilitates the ability to determine if a zero/’0’ is equal to no data 

(i.e., no incidents happened) or no record submitted (i.e., there were cetacean incidents, but 

the data is missing). 

• We recommend that only one incident per record be entered into a data entry form - 

pooling data creates issues for data analysis and transparent reporting. 

o If data pooling remains, remove the ability to enter multiple fishing gear types per 

data form.  

A detailed breakdown of data recommendations can be found in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Data cleaning challenges specific to generation of member nation summaries of National Progress Reports and associated recommendations for 

the National Progress Report online reporting system.  

Data Issue Details Recommendations  

Unfriendly field names Field names contained characters that do not follow best practices for data wrangling in 
R (and other programs). This includes, critically, non-standard punctuation, such as 
“ ( ) / : ? and, less critically, whitespaces (spaces between words).  

Examples included:   (relevant dataset)  
 Total Females: Dead  (Bycatch Large) 
 Individuals - “Fate” (Bycatch Small) 
 Local Area (Long/Lat)  (All) 

Revise field names to ensure that they are 
easily compatible with programming 
languages.  

Inconsistent field names Bycatch dataset only: Inconsistencies between field names in the large whales and 
small cetaceans datasets.  

For example, the field “Total Unknown: Unknown” in the Large Whales dataset is 
“Individuals - \ “Fate\” Unknown: Unknown” in the small cetaceans dataset. 

Revise all datasets to ensure consistent 
global naming.  

Small and large cetaceans in 
both datasets 

Bycatch and Strike datasets only: The separation of small and large cetaceans for data 
entry appears redundant as both datasets contained species that are classed as large 
and small.  

No longer separate large and small 
cetacean datasets and automatically 
assign ‘large’ or ‘small’ based on species.  

Alternatively, restrict the species entered.  

Non-integer values Fields that should ideally contain only integers (e.g., counts of individuals) have non-
integer values. This greatly impedes easy analysis and visualisation of the data. 

For example, ‘Females’ in the Strandings dataset contained entries such as “11 
(Tursiops sp.), 6 (unidentified dolphins)”. 

For relevant fields, force only integer 
values to be entered through data 
validation. 

Zeros or no data For some records, zeros or no data (NA, N/A, blank, etc.) exist for all count data. That is, 
the record has been entered, but the number of males, females, unknown, etc., has 
been left blank. 

Implement form entry checks (data 
validation) that prevent submission unless 
count data has been entered in at least 
one of the boxes.  



Inconsistent ‘Species’ field The ‘Species’ field can contain common and scientific names.  Force species entries to be either 
scientific or common names. 

Multiple incidents and 
individuals per record. 

Each record can contain multiple incidents (of the same type), each of which can affect 
multiple individuals. This obscures 1) the true number of reported incidents and 2) the 
number of individuals per reported incident.  

If knowing the number of incidents and 
the number of individuals per incident is 
important, allow only one incident per 
report to be entered. Alternatively, 
include a check box that asks whether the 
report relates to multiple incidents (of the 
same type).  

Multiple fishing gear types Bycatch dataset only: multiple fishing gear types can be entered at once. This raises 
major issues for reporting the types fishing gear impacting cetaceans. 

Remove the ability to input multiple 
fishing gear types in a single form.  

Complicated contact data The ‘Contacts’ field had useful information combined.  

For example, name, email, and department were combined into a long character string. 
Some of this information is useful (e.g., email to inform jurisdiction/organisation) and 
requires extra steps to extract.  

Separate contact information in exported 
data.  



















































































 


