Wailing about Whales: THE US – Japan dispute in perspective
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Japan decision to increase its catch of whales, to include 10 sperm whales and 50 Bryde’s whales on top of its annual catch of 500 minke whales, for ‘research purposes’ has been met with condemnation by many Western nations – especially the United States.

The debate over whaling is a passionate one, perhaps an overly passionate one. Most peoples’ reactions and responses tend to be little more than emotional knee-jerk reactions, stirred up by the popular media, rather than being based on logical and rational debate. For vegetarians, the issue is clear-cut, however, for the majority of people is the issue as simple as is often thought?

Before even considering the present dispute, let us first put whaling into a greater perspective. Each year approximately 900 million animals are killed in the UK alone for the purpose of food. This includes over 2 million cattle and 16 million pigs. It is somewhat unlikely that a protest from Moslem or Hindu countries would see an end, or even a decrease, in these figures. Killing animals for food, rightly or wrongly, is part of most societies. Why should killing whales be different?

Part of the answer is cultural. Most Anglo-Saxon countries have no history of killing whales for food. Indeed, when whaling was common place, much of the body was dumped at sea after the parts (such as the oil and bones) which were useful for other products had been taken. Killing whales for food, therefore, seems wrong, in much the same way as most in the West cannot stomach the idea of dogs being used for human consumption – and although I would find it hard to eat dog-meat, if I was told beforehand what it was, I find it regrettable that some countries are banning the consumption of dog-meat by humans apparently only due to the fact that they have looked down on by Western countries.

Another argument is that whales are considered to be more intelligent than other animals. This is a difficult area – there are many studies that have pointed to the intelligence of these mammals, but equally there are many that have suggested that their intelligence has been over-estimated. Intelligence of an animal and its ‘appropriateness’ for human consumption is an issue that probably cannot be answered logically, unless you are a vegetarian.

Logically, therefore, there is no reason why whale meat should not be consumed by humans – so long as you agree with killing animals for food.

There is, then, the environmental issue. Whales are supposedly an endangered species and need protection. In this area as well, however, there is much confusion. There are many kinds of whales. Many are small and are not covered by the International Whaling Commission’s (IWC) jurisdiction. It is these whales which often are hunted and used for food. Then there are the larger whales – what most of us think of when we hear the word ‘whale’ – and which are covered by the IWC (of which Japan is still a member, but some other nations which want to hunt whales are not).

If we consider only the whales that Japan is hunting for ‘research purposes’, one finds that the IWC estimates on the numbers of minke, Bryde’s and sperm whales are approximately 880,000 (although recently it has been suggested that this figure is too high), 90,000 and 1,950,000 respectively. In this picture, Japan’s catch – especially when put along side the annual catch of over 400 allowed for ‘aboriginal subsistence whaling’ (some of whom are in the United States!) – does not seem particularly alarming. Even the blue whale – perhaps the symbol of all whales and the environmental movement itself – is estimated to number 14,000.

Again, logically, there appears to be no reason why Japan should not be allowed to continue this whaling, whether it be for ‘research purposes’ or not – unless one is against the killing of animals.

So why has this dispute flared up between the United States and Japan? Bottom line, the main reason would appear to be the forthcoming Presidential election. Particularly after the scenes in Seattle, it appears that Bill Clinton is attempting to improve the Democrat’s chance of winning the environmental vote with what is, for most people (due to the reasons given above), a clear-cut issue. What has happened so far is symbolic. The US has banned Japan from fishing in its waters – this is meaningless since all foreign ships are banned from fishing in US waters and have been for the past 12 years (although there has been talk of lifting this ban recently). A trade war now looms – though if it remains merely a fisheries-based dispute, the US has the most to lose since Japan last year only exported $310 million of marine produce to the US, compared to the $1.5 billion it imported. A wider dispute could seriously hamper Japan’s economy, which is still only just coming out of a decade-long recession.

It is time for all parties – including the other foreign leaders who are getting sucked into this debate – to sit down and discuss it calmly, logically and rationally. If that can happen, then hopefully not only Japan but also other countries will be encouraged to manage their whaling operations more effectively and openly, rather than having to resort to leaving the IWC, continuously having disputes based largely on cultural backgrounds, and conducting ‘research’ which may in some cases be a front for fishing.

This is an article I wrote in September 2000 following a dispute between the US and Japan over whaling. This is based on information from various sources and was used as a basis for an interview for BBC Radio 5 Live. It has not been published elsewhere.
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