
A.These communities are those which today are regarded
as the primary heirs of the country's whaling traditions.

Whaling is an integral part of Japan's history and culture.
This history actually begins in prehistoric times with

people's use of stranded whales. Based on finds of hand
harpoons and porpoise skulls in burial mounds, it would
appear that active hunting of small cetaceans probably dates
from the Jomon period (10,000 — 300 BC).

Organised whaling, using boats, hand harpoons and land
stations, began in the sixteenth century in southern Japan.
Then, in 1675, in Taiji, groups of up to three hundred people
herded whales into nets and harpooned them, the first
incidence of the net whaling method.

From that, over time, Japan's twentieth century whaling
evolved. In this centuries-long evolutionary process, and using
various harvesting techniques, whaling traditions spread from
southern Japan to the northern coast of Hokkaido. In the
course of this expansion, whaling came to be defined in three
categories: large-type coastal whaling (LTCW), pelagic whaling
and small-type coastal whaling (STCW). But, because of the
1982 commercial whaling moratorium, STCW is the only
remaining category, and it barely survives, harvesting
sustainably only small cetaceans not managed by IWC. Scholars
today recognise four communities — Taiji, Wada, Ayukawa,
and Abashiri — as the modern concentrations of these
traditions and skills.

Q1. What are small-type
coastal whaling
communities?
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A.The issue is not one of economics alone, for life is much
more than simply money with which to buy those things

necessary for survival. Some of these communities also have
fishing and fish processing, but this was always in addition to
whaling, not in place of it. Recently, there has been some
aquaculture added. Tourism is also in addition to whaling —
and, of course, without whaling, most whaling communities
have little else unusual to offer tourists. 

Thus whaling, with its secondary and tertiary industries, is
economically important. But as well, around the work of a
community evolve social and cultural practices which define
that community. For the small-type coastal whaling
communities, whaling is the work around which these
practices grew, defining their senses of community. It is their
culture and part of the larger culture of Japan. Decline of
small-type coastal whaling is causing disintegration of these
communities. They are trying so hard to overcome the almost-
debilitating losses of population and income.

As whaling-related employment decreases, so does the
essence of community. Both economics and this diminished
sense of community are forcing younger people to work and
live elsewhere. Because of  the locations of these communities
and their relatively limited infrastructures, alternative jobs in
whaling communities remain too few to replace those which
Western cultures have taken from them by their continued
insistence on the 1982 moratorium.

Even the International Whaling Commission, in a 1993
resolution, acknowledged the socio-economic and cultural
needs of the Japanese whaling communities and the distress to
these communities which has resulted from the cessation of
minke whaling.

In conclusion, not only is there limited alternative work
available to these communities, but also — and perhaps even
more important — the cessation of minke whaling is slowly,
and quite unnecessarily, eroding in these places their sense of
community.

Japanese Small-Type Coastal Whaling (JSTCW)

Q2. Why is small-type
coastal whaling so
important to these
communities?
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A.Whale cuisine is a specific example of these cultural
practices. Cuisine varies from whaling community to

whaling community, reinforcing the specific sense of
community for each whaling community, as well as
contributing to the culture of Japanese cuisine. For all of these
communities, whale meat has been an important source of
protein. Some of this local traditional cuisine has called for
fresh, not frozen, minke, something which pelagic whaling can
not provide.

Not only cuisine, but also the rituals and beliefs which
surround the hunting and processing of whales serve to define
the whaling communities. Whales have been incorporated into
the Shinto pantheon and memorialised according to Buddhist
beliefs. This has served, simultaneously, to integrate whales
into Japanese culture and yet to give these whaling
communities a particular sense of their own identities.

A.True, endangered whales should not be hunted. Japan
has fully and consistently supported the International

Whaling Commission in the cessation of harvest of these
species.

However, the North Pacific minke whales which Japanese
small-type coastal whalers wish to resume harvesting are
available in numbers which would support a fishery. The IWC
Scientific Committee data indicates that the North Pacific stock
is 25,000; this is a stock size of an amount for which science
could support an allocation for coastal minke whaling.

The key word is ‘sustain’. Japan strongly supports the
principle of sustainable use. This is an important principle for
natural resources management which has gained greater
understanding since the 1992 United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development (the Earth Summit in Rio).

By managing for sustainable use, one permits for harvest
today only that amount which will ensure that the stock
remains sufficiently robust to continue to reproduce and
thrive. Given what we already know about North Pacific
minkes and what the on-going research will tell us, scientists
and scholars can support Japan's position that the North Pacific
minke stock is indeed sufficiently robust to sustain a managed
coastal harvest.

Q3. What do you mean
by "cultural practices"?
Why are these so
important?

Q4. Didn't the
International Whaling
Commission set the
moratorium on whales
because whales are in
trouble?

Japanese Small-Type Coastal Whaling (JSTCW)
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A.Japan also endorses the precautionary approach to
natural resources management. One may understand

this approach as a corollary to sustainable use management. It
is a "no regrets" policy. The precautionary approach mandates
allowing only a relatively smaller harvest of any resource
about which the best scientific information available is
particularly limited. As more information becomes available,
managers are better able to assess the possibility of a larger
allocation.

Using the precautionary approach to sustainable use
management, and given what we already do know and what
we are learning about North Pacific minke availability, science
could support an allocation for coastal minke whaling.
Specifically, this allocation would be based on IWC's Revised
Management Procedure (RMP), which does itself reflect the
IWC Scientific Committee's risk-free, precautionary approach.

A.The people and their communities are suffering. While
others indulge in academic debates, these people are

needlessly in professional and social limbo. They have had
greatly diminished both a way of life and a food which has
been a vital part of their lives — a food, incidentally, of a
significant nutritional value as well.

We have scientific data which indicates that resuming
coastal minke whaling on the North Pacific stock could be
sustainable. We are talking about a culturally important food
resource which should not be — indeed can not effectively be
— managed independently of the ecosystem of which it is an
integral part.

All of what the scientific community has been learning
about multispecies management reinforces the need to
broaden our approach to managing marine resources to
include whales and other marine mammals. These species are
substantial predators of fish species. Not surprisingly, it has not
worked to manage these mammals in isolation. The sooner we
shift to a balanced ecosystem/multispecies approach, the
sooner we will begin to develop truly sustainable resource
management programmes which better ensure stable
productivity of all elements of marine ecosystems.

Two reasons, then for urgency; first, people and their
communities are suffering, not only from serious
depopulation, but also from the subsequent losses of sense of
community which this causes.  Second, what we now about
resources management makes irresponsible attempts to
defend only species-by-species management, especially when
those species, marine mammals, are significant predators
within their ecosystems.

Q6. What is the urgency
to resume small-type
coastal minke whaling?

Q5. But how do we
know that taking North
Pacific minke whales
would be sustainable?
To be on the safe side,
Japan should not
resume coastal minke
whaling until we know
more.

Japanese Small-Type Coastal Whaling (JSTCW)
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Introduction: The Evolution 
of Japanese Whaling

From the beginning, Japanese whalers’ mobility
has played a  decisive role in shaping and
disseminating Japan’s whaling culture throughout
the country. This is why even communities which are
no longer actively involved in whaling do have
whaling traditions which are an integral part of their
community cultures.

These whaling traditions go back to beginnings in
prehistoric times with the use of stranded whales.
Next, based on finds of hand harpoons and porpoise
skulls in burial mounds, it would appear that active
hunting of small cetaceans probably dates from the
Jomon Period (10,000 — 300 BC).

Scholars consider that active whaling began in the
sixteenth century, but it was only toward the end of
that century that whaling developed into a large-
scale endeavour. Then, toward the end of the
seventeenth century, Japanese began to use nets. In
1675 in Taiji, large groups of people organised to
drive whales into big nets in the open sea, then used
harpoons to attack the entangled whales.

From that, over time, Japan’s twentieth century
whaling evolved. In this centuries-long evolutionary
process, and using various harvesting techniques,
whaling traditions spread from southern Japan to
the northern coast of Hokkaido, and became not
only coastal but also North Pacific and Antarctic
pelagic whaling. In the course of this expansion,
whaling came to be defined in three categories:
large-type coastal whaling (LTCW); pelagic whaling;
and small-type coastal whaling (STCW).

However, because of the 1982 commercial
whaling moratorium, STCW is the only remaining
category. Scholars today recognise four communities
— Taiji, Wada, Ayukawa, and Abashiri — as the
modern concentrations of these traditions and skills.

Small-type Coastal Whaling Today

Today, the Japanese government regulates STCW.
It licenses boats to take various species, among them,

the minke whale, Baird’s beaked whale, and the pilot
whale, none of which come under the IWC.

Minke whales, however, fall under the
International Whaling Commission’s mandate, which
means that IWC sets quotas for this species. As a
result, therefore, the quotas are currently zero. IWC
refuses to recognise that its own Scientific Committee
data indicates that the North Pacific stock is 25,000
strong, a stock size which could support an allocation
for coastal minke whaling.

The Japanese government does set quotas for
Baird’s beaked whales and for pilot whales, because
these do not fall under the IWC’s mandate. Japanese
boats continue their coastal hunts for these species.

However, the opportunity for STCW today is
relatively limited by the fact that Japanese cannot
now hunt minkes. As a result, the four whaling
communities are suffering: not only is there limited
alternative work available to these communities, but
also — and perhaps even more important — the
cessation of minke whaling is slowly, and quite
unnecessarily, eroding in these places their sense of
community.

Evolution: Prehistory 
to the Twentieth Century

There is a Japanese proverb which says, “A whale
on the beach is wealth for seven villages.”

Early organization — People’s use of stranded whales
goes back to prehistoric times. This passive whaling
utilised whales which were dead or dying, on the
beach or in nearshore water.

Although this passive whaling was certainly the
dominant method, it appears, based on findings of
hand harpoons and porpoise skulls in burial mounds,
that primitive active hunting of small cetaceans
probably dates from the Jomon Period (10,000 — 300
BC). This type of passive whaling lasted well into the
sixteenth century. (Nor did it disappear with the
advent of active whaling)

Scholars consider that Japanese active whaling
started in the sixteenth century, but it was not until
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toward the end of that century that this kind of
whaling developed into a large-scale endeavour. In
this method, whalers in several boats used harpoons
— the harpoon method — and brought the killed
whales back to especially established land stations for
processing. This technique became particularly
important in Wakayama, Shikoku, Northern Kyushu,
and Sea of Japan coast of Yamaguchi.

Then, in 1675, Wada Kakuemon in Taiji developed
a method in which large groups organized to drive
whales (usually slower moving species like right and
humpback whales) into nets which they had set in
the open sea. Once the whales were entangled, the
whalers then attacked them with harpoons.

This net method spread rapidly throughout most
of southwestern Japan. And until the end of the
nineteenth century, it continued to dominate
Japanese whaling. Whales caught this way were gray
whales, right whales, humpbacks, fin wales, and
probably some minkes. Whalers continued to use
hand harpoons until the twentieth century in only
two fisheries: the Baird’s beaked whale fishery in
Chiba and the pilot whale fishery in Taiji.

Western competition — American and British
whalers discovered the rich whaling grounds
between Hawaii and Japan in 1820. Very soon,
hundreds of whaling ships from the United States
and other Western countries were operating in the
ocean off Japan.

It is not surprising, then, that coincidentally,
Japanese whalers were catching many fewer whales,
for the whales they had caught from smaller vessels
in their coastal waters were now being caught by the
Westerners further offshore.

Clearly, then, if Japanese whalers wished to
continue whaling, they would have to modernise to
compete with the Westerners. First, the Japanese
tried in various places throughout the country to
adapt the American method of whale hunting. But
most of these attempts were unsuccessful and did
not, therefore, have any real impact on the
development of Japanese whaling.

It was through Russian whaling that the Japanese
were introduced to the Norwegian method. Russian
companies had adopted Norwegian techniques and,
by the early 1900s, were transporting whale meat to

Japan. Several Japanese whaling pioneers who had
served aboard Russian whalers sought to introduce
the Norwegian method to Japan. Their efforts from
the late 1890s and the Japanese government’s steps
after the Russo-Japanese War can be said to have
established modern coastal whaling for large-type
whales (LTCW) in Japan.

From this would evolve three distinct approaches
to whaling — LTCW, STCW and pelagic whaling — all
of which were finally established by beginning of the
Pacific War.

Large-type coastal whaling — LTCW was firmly
established, but that does not mean that it did not
undergo significant changes in the decades which
followed. Briefly, these changes included (1) new
land stations, among which were those in Ayukawa
(1906) and in Abashiri (1915); (2) new whaling
grounds opened further to the north (including the
Kuril Islands) and to the south around the Ogasawara
(Bonin) Islands, as well as off Taiwan; (3) new
whaling stations from Ogasawara (25˚N) to the Kurils
(50˚N) so the whalers could work winters in the
south, summers in the north; (4) changes over time in
the relative importance of the species the whalers
were taking, which in turn influenced to some
degree the distribution and consumption of the
whale carcasses; and (5) the consolidation of the
whaling companies to, finally, in the late 1930s, three
large companies (Nissui, Taiyo and Kyokuyo) which
had, in fact, been established to fiance Antarctic
pelagic whaling.

Pelagic whaling — Although European pelagic
whaling dated from medieval times and spread
through the centuries to most of the world’s oceans,
it was the Norwegians who sent modern vessels to
the Antarctic at the turn of the century. For several
reasons, however, and despite their extensive LTCW
operations, the Japanese did not go to Antarctic until
thirty years later, in 1934. (This was because the oil
market had collapsed; there had been in 1930-1931
the highest production ever of oil; a world-wide
depression; and new regulations on whaling.) 

After an inauspicious beginning, they caught up
quickly. And in 1940, they sent a factory ship and
four catcher boats to the North Pacific for the first

Japanese Small-Type Coastal Whaling (JSTCW)



time, and that fleet returned to the North Pacific the
following year. Thus, by the beginning of the Pacific
War in 1941, Japan had emerged as one of the
world’s leading pelagic whaling nations.

Pelagic whaling was so successful in just a few
years that it was producing more than all other types
of whaling combined. It also played a vital part in
sustaining the whaling culture in many of Japan’s
whaling communities, for it opened up new
possibilities for unemployed whalers in southwest
Japan. A significant percentage of the pelagic crews
came from Kyushu and Wakayama Prefecture, and
those who came from Ayukawa and Kugunari in
Miyagi Prefecture traced their roots to southwest
Japan.

Small-type coastal whaling — Japan has been
conducting STCW for at least as long as it has done
LTCW and pelagic whaling but, perhaps because it is
a less apparently dramatic operation, it is less well-
known.

For centuries, Japanese used nets to trap small
toothed whales in the bays into which  they had
driven the whales. Even though they still occasionally
used nets, it was the development of the harpoon
method which was important in understanding
today’s Japanese STCW. Until recently, some
communities have used hand harpoons to take pilot
and  Baird’s beaked whales. Taiji for pilot and
Katsuyama for Baird’s beaked are the examples to
which we go to find the roots of modern STCW.

With the modernisation of LTCW, it was
inevitable that the STCW whalers would
adapt the new technologies of powered
boats and harpoon guns. By the early
1910s, two forms of STCW using harpoon
guns had emerged, one in Taiji, the other
on the Boso Peninsula.

It was not until the early 1930s, that
whalers in Ayukawa, using a boat from
Taiji, developed a catcher boat for taking
minkes. This new design was successful,
leading to general adoption of small-scale
whaling boats (generally 15 to 20 tons)
using powered harpoons to take minke
and Baird’s beaked whales.

Japanese whaling in the post-war period
— With the beginning of the Pacific War
and serious food problems, coastal whaling
received special considerations. Pelagic
whaling had stopped. But under the new
regime, the productivity of LTCW reached a
peak at 34,800 tons, of which 28,600 were
used for food. And because STCW boats
were permitted to hunt large-type whales
as an emergency measure, this form

expanded during the war.
By the end of the war, however, Japan had lost

94.6 percent of her whaling vessel tonnage and more
than half the pre-war whaling grounds. At the same
time, however, the people had become more
dependent than ever on whale meat because of the
food crisis in the immediate post-war years.

To help alleviate this, General MacArthur
authorized Japan’s re-entry into international
whaling. As a result, the industry recovered
remarkably quickly. STCW had not been hurt by the
defeat; in fact, the fleet continued to expand,
reaching a total of 83 boats in 1947. LTCW had not
been so fortunate, but it too recovered in a  couple
of years and remained fairly constant until the early
1970s.

Another turning point for LTCW came when the
1946 International Convention for the Regulation of
Whaling (ICRW) limited whaling to the six-month
period from May to October. Because most whales
migrate these months in northern waters, the
regulation meant the end for most whaling in
southwest Japan. Of the nearly twenty land stations
operating in the 1950s, most were in northeast
Japan.

Because pelagic whaling had been so productive
in the late 1930s and because of the food crisis, the
occupation forces also gave Japan permission to
resume Antarctic whaling. By the 1960/61 season,
Japan was sending seven fleets to the Antarctic, and
in the following season, these reached an all-time

Japanese Small-Type Coastal Whaling (JSTCW)
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production peak of more than 300,000 tons of oil
and meat.

North Pacific pelagic whaling was slower to
recover, though Japan was permitted to resume
whaling off Ogasawara (Bonin Islands) as early as the
1945/46 season. In 1952, however, IWC defined this
operation an coastal whaling with the same
restrictions as applied to Japanese LTCW: no whaling
between the first of November to the end of April —
just the time when sei whales are around these
islands.

But 1952 was also the year Japan sent its first
post-war pelagic fleet to the North Pacific.
Production reached a peak in 1967 with more than
90,000 tons.

The emphasis on meat production after the war
meant that about 47 per cent of the animal protein
the Japanese consumed in 1947 came from whale
meat; even in 1964, this percentage was as high as 23
percent. 

Japan had become a member of IWC in 1951, and
by 1960, she had become the world’s leading
whaling nation. 

Although many people do not know, or choose
not to remember, IWC was created not so much to
conserve whales as to protect the price of whale oil.
Japan had begun in 1909, on her own, to regulate
domestic LTCW activities. And by 1947, even before
Japan become a member of IWC, all Japanese
whaling required licenses which were not easy to get. 

In the 1960s, reflecting growing international
concerns for the status of whale stocks, IWC
regulations did become more strict. Japan’s Antarctic
quota was fixed at 33 percent (though she increased
this by buying fleets and quotas from other whaling
nations). Quotas on all Antarctic species were
reduced or eliminated during the 1960s and 1970s.
By the 1978/79 season, whalers took only sperm and
minke whales in the Antarctic. 

In the North Pacific, IWC introduced quotas for
fin, sei, and sperm whales, but from 1976, it
prohibited hunting fin and sei whales. North Pacific
minkes went under IWC regulations in 1977. 

For conservation, small quotas for certain species
could have worked. But by this time, whales had
been appropriated as a symbol of those who claimed
to be protecting the environment and animal rights.
This was clear in 1972 at the UN Stockholm
Conference on Human Environment; the Conference

passed a resolution calling for ten-year moratorium
on commercial whaling. And in 1982, IWC declared a
blanket moratorium on all commercial whaling
beginning with the 1985/86 season. 

Threatened by American domestic legislation, the
Japanese government sent its last fleet to the
Antarctic in the 1986/87 season. LTCW shore stations
were closed in 1987, ending Japanese LTCW. From
1988, STCW boats were prohibited form taking
minkes. Now Japan only takes Antarctic minkes for
research purposes as provided for under Article VIII of
the ICRW. The government has licensed the
remaining small coastal vessels to catch a few dozen
Baird’s beaked and pilot whales, for these species are
not under IWC.

As a result of IWC’s Draconian — and unscientific
— regulations and positions, then, all Japanese
whaling has been forced to contract substantially.
The social, economic, and cultural losses to Japan’s
whaling communities and to Japan are significant. 

It is time for IWC to behave responsibly on these
issues, and among other actions, to act on its 1993
resolution which acknowledged the socio-economic
and cultural needs of the Japanese whaling
communities and the distress to these communities
which has resulted from the cessation of minke
whaling.
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Every year at the Annual Meeting of the
International Whaling Commission

(IWC) one sees the anti-whaling and animal
welfare/rights organizations handing out to
delegates their brochures denouncing the
rights of Japan's small-type coastal whalers
(JSTCW). This anti-whaling propaganda
material pretends to base its findings on origi-
nal “field research”. However, it is easy to
immediately recognize that this material is
merely biased propaganda, full of disinforma-
tion based on false statistics although they pre-
tend to present social science arguments based
on self-proclaimed “research” or “investiga-
tion”.

In a typical example of such material, it has
been alleged that “... a majority of the
[Ayukawa] town's residents have no particular inter-
est in the continuation or resumption of minke
whaling” while by its own admission, the data they
used “... has no basis in fact ...”. They also admit
that “Of course, it may be imprudent to try to judge
the opinions of a town of 6,000 residents by talking
to only 20 of them, and unreasonable to expect that
the town's residents would reveal their true thoughts
to an unknown traveler”. (AN INVESTIGATION OF
SMALL TYPE COASTAL WHALING IN JAPAN – A
Second Report on the Past, Present and Future of
Ayukawa)

Words, words, words, but are they true?

Anti-whaling Lobby Slanders
Community Whaler’s Traditional
Human Needs

Japan Small-type Whaling Association

Indeed, the authors of this anti-whaling propa-
ganda are not accredited social scientists but just
casual travelers. Their minds were adamantly
skewed against any whaling: their conclusions and
arguments are based on whatever they want to
believe without due respect to the facts of the com-
munities. In their propaganda, verdicts are given
arbitrarily denying the plight of the coastal whaling
communities, based on self-proclaimed “research”
made, often times, without actually visiting the
communities.

The truth is that the commercial whaling mora-
torium imposed upon the JSTCW communities has

had significant negative socio-economic,
cultural, religious and dietary impacts.
Such impacts, as well as the role of whal-
ing in the communities, have been exten-
sively studied and thoroughly documented
by accredited international experts from
many countries of the world. Well over 30
documents have been submitted by Japan
to the IWC, offering full account of the
serious economic dislocation and distortion
to communal solidarities caused by the
extended period of moratorium for minke
whaling. These academic papers present
credible facts of high academic value based
on their field-work conducted using ortho-
dox social science methodology.

Whaling vessel “Yasumaru No. 1” (courtesy: SHIMOMICHI Yoshiichi)

Aerial view of Wada Town (courtesy: Wada Town)



ALLEGATION: The history of Japanese small-type coastal whaling communities is relatively new and
should not be regarded as traditional or cultural.

WRONGS OF THE ANTI-WHALING ALLEGATIONS

Some of the typical allegations in the anti-whaling propaganda never cease to amaze us as they are arbi-
trarily based on the groundless self-righteous (“whalers, thou art evil”) approach which ignores the cul-

tural rights stemming from the intrinsic characteristics of the whaling communities.

ALLEGATION: The four communities are not experiencing distress caused by the commercial whaling
moratorium.

History:

On Socio-Economic Impacts of the Zero Catch limit: 

TRUTH The effects of the moratorium have been
comprehensively documented in more

than 30 papers submitted to the IWC by the Government of
Japan. These documents are written by accredited academic
experts from countries such as U.S.A., Canada, Australia, Israel,
Norway, and Japan. Further to the impact of the moratorium easi-
ly observed by lay persons on visits to the communities, these
academic papers give in-depth accounts of the damage done to
the communities and detail the truth of suffering experienced by
the communities. Following are the most evident manifestations
of the effects of the moratorium in Oshika Town, where the lives
of people have been most seriously damaged by the ban on
minke whaling.

< population >
The population shift of Oshika Township illustrates an exam-

ple typical of the serious effects of the cessation of minke whal-
ing. The population suffered a drastic decline following the
imposition of the moratorium, from 7,814 in 1985, the year
before implementation of the moratorium, to 5,891 in 1995, the
year of the most recent National Census.

The notable decline of the population has led the town itself
to the situation where the community has been deprived of its
vitality and hopes for the future by the emigration of the younger
generation to other geographical areas for alternative job oppor-
tunities. The ratio in the population of people older than age 65
climbed from 5.0% in 1995 to 27.8%, as shown in the table
below. (All the figures are from the National Census survey).

Age range Year 1955 Year 1995
0–14 38.5% (5,295) 14.4% (847)

15–64 56.5% (7,765) 57.8% (3,407)
65 and above 5.0% (693) 27.8% (1,637)

< Economy and employment >
Whaling and its related industries used to be the largest con-

tributor to the town’s economy. In the heyday of thriving whal-
ing, it used to employ as much as 85.3% of the town’s work-age
population.

Now the financial output of whaling in the local economy
and the percentage of those engaged in whaling and its related
activities in the entire labor-oriented age group of the population
have been much reduced by the continuation of the moratorium.
However, this does not, in any way, mean that the role of whal-
ing in the communal identity has lessened. Economic figures are
not the only criteria by which the significance of whaling in local
society is measured. Rather, it has to be evaluated comprehen-
sively in socio-economic, cultural, religious and dietary terms.
Small-type coastal whaling is so deeply rooted in the town’s cul-
tural identity that the moratorium imposed upon it is eroding the
foundation of the town’s integrity. 

Even if the unemployed whalers found other jobs now, such
jobs hardly substitute for what they proudly regard as the profes-
sion they were born for. In Japan, whalers used to be highly
respected and they took pride in their occupation. Under the feu-
dal regime through the Tokugawa period (17th to 19th century)

TRUTH The history of the four JSTCW (Japanese
Small-type Coastal Whaling) communi-

ties has a legitimate cultural background; it demonstrates the
time-honored geographical and chronological continuity of whal-
ing in Japan. These communities are the primary heirs of the
Japanese whaling traditions. The following is the background
account of ‘the Japanese Whaling Complex’, so named by
accredited social scientists.

The history of Japanese whaling dates back to the Jomon
period (10,000 – 300 B.C.). The ancient use of whales in Japan is
evidenced by hand harpoons and porpoise skulls found in burial
mounds.

Since the time immemorial, small-scale whaling and the utili-
sation of stranded whales have been carried out in various parts
of Japan. Much later than that in the history, large-scale and more
systematically organized whaling developed. In the modern times
in Japan until the time of the current moratorium, three categories
of whaling existed; they were pelagic whaling, large-type coastal
whaling (LTCW) and small-type coastal whaling (STCW). 

Let us look at the cases of four community-based whaling
localities along the Pacific coast of Japan. To the south east of

Kyoto, there is Taiji which is often identified as a place where
large-scale organized whaling first started in the early 17th centu-
ry. To the north-east of Tokyo, Wada is the modern beneficiary
of the Baird’s beaked whaling culture. In the context of the tradi-
tion in the entire southern Boso Peninsula, whaling complex was
established in the early 1600s. To the far north-east of Sendai,
there is Ayukawa, one of the locations to which net whaling
method was transferred in the early 18th century by the whalers
pursuing the traditional net whaling method introduced to Taiji in
1675. This tradition has continued with adoption of modern tech-
nology in Ayukawa to this day. With regard to whaling in
Abashiri, the northernmost port in Japan, there is the evidence
that the Okhotsk culture utilised the whale resources in this area
until the Okhotsk people was assimilated with the Ainu culture in
the 11th century. 

When anti-whaling propaganda alleges that whaling in the
four STCW communities was created only in the 1900s, their
argument reveals their oversight of historical findings. Their
entire anti-whaling argument is based on flawed views of the
Japanese whaling history. 



ALLEGATION: The four communities should give up whaling and adopt tourism as an alternative source of revenue; great potential
lies ahead in tourism in these communities for the whale-watching industry. As a matter of fact, the number of tourists is increasing.

Tourism:

Commercialism:

ALLEGATION: Japanese small-type coastal whaling is commercial whaling per se. It is nothing more
and nothing less.

special status of importance was awarded to the whalers as they
provided expert skills to the society. They were responsible for
continuation of the tradition as they were heirs to the ancestors’
professional skill. Losing this traditional pride and obliged to
take other momentarily available jobs, they become distressed

with sense of failure and guilt. They feel their social status has
been abruptly demoted. Such a shift in their standing is all the
more intolerable because they know from their own experience,
supported by the IWC’s Scientific Committee experts, that the
minke whale population in their waters is not endangered.

TRUTH Why should the community give up
whaling and substitute it with something

which has less spiritual value? What is the reason for doing so,
when there  are abundant whale resources in coastal waters right
in front of them? Minke whaling before the moratorium was a
sustainable fishery for many years, harvesting approximately 320
whales annually, and it will remain so when resumed. 

Even for development of whale-related tourism, whaling has
to be the major attraction and is an indispensable components of
the attractions for those communities. It is very important that
whaling is operational in the communities, so that the tourists can
eat distinctively local whale cuisine on their visits there; tourism is
not an alternative to whaling. Rather, it could be a complementary
part of the communities’ prosperity with whaling as its mainstay.

In order to vitalize the depressed economy caused by the
moratorium, the communities are still struggling to improve their
infrastructure seeking to promote tourism. This has brought
about some limited success; however, given the remoteness and
difficult access, they are disadvantaged in competition with other
localities that cater to tourists. 

In Ayukawa, the township of Oshika financed to build a
modern ‘Whale Land’ to attract tourists. The revenue it has
accrued since its opening in October 1990 has been so small that
municipal taxes from the residents have been required to sub-
sidise its operation.

Above all, what can be a main tourist attraction without
minke whaling in these less accessible coastal communities?

TRUTH There is nothing inherently so evil about
the commercial aspects of JSTCW. More

important, however, is the fact that it has subsistence aspects
which make it distinct from pelagic whaling and large-type
coastal whaling. The Japanese Government, supported by anthro-
pological research findings, has been arguing at the IWC over
the past ten years that JSTCW has similar characteristics as those
found in aboriginal/subsistence whaling carried out in other
countries and approved by the IWC. In consideration of both
types of whaling, anti-whaling propaganda deliberately dismiss
the fact that latter type of whaling contains some commercial
component. JSTCW should be awarded special considerations by
the Commission as a distinct category of whaling. 

The IWC itself recognized in its Resolution adopted at its
45th Annual Meeting in Kyoto, “the socio-economic and cultural
needs of the four small coastal whaling communities in Japan
and the distress to these communities which has resulted from
the cessation of minke whaling” and resolved to “work expedi-
tiously to alleviate the distress to these communities which has result-
ed from the cessation of minke whaling” (Resolution:IWC/45/51). 

In order to alleviate the distress in the communities, while
waiting for either the creation of a separate category of whaling
or the lifting of the commercial whaling moratorium, Japan has
requested that the IWC adopt interim measures to provide a
small quota. However, on the basis of the commercial aspect of
JSTCW, (which is similar to these commercial components in
some of the approved aboriginal/subsistence whaling) the IWC
has repeatedly refused to allow a very modest request for an
interim allocation of 50 minke whales to JSTCW. The modesty
of this request is evident in the fact that over many years more
than 300 minke whales were annually harvested in a sustainable
manner until the moratorium was imposed. The IWC Scientific
Committee also agreed that it is safe to take 50 animals annually
out of the North Pacific minke whale stock with the population
of at least 25,000 animals. 

In its effort of compromise to make the request for an interim
relief allocation of 50 minke whales more acceptable to the anti-
whaling members of the Commission, Japan agreed to the
removal of commercial aspects from the JSTCW. This “commu-
nity-based whaling” (CBW) was to be conceived as a type of
whaling that shares the same characteristics with aboriginal/sub-
sistence whaling since it contains a minimum level of commer-
ciality. This exercise was not an easy task, since there was no
IWC definition of “commercial” or “commercial aspects”. The
Action Plan to control whale meat distribution and eliminate the
commercial aspects for the CBW was proposed as a result of sin-
cere compromise by Japan to address the concerns of the anti-
whaling members of the IWC. 

The Action Plan has been drafted at a price of significant
economic loss; it has been made for the sake of restoration of the
health and cultural needs of the communities; if adopted, the
Action Plan will;

1) ensure that distribution of whale products from the inter-
im relief allocation is restricted to within the area of the four
CBW communities;

2) ensure that no profit be made from the taking of the minke
whales; only the costs actually incurred by the whalers would be
reimbursed; and

3) ensure the distribution though a non-commercial distribu-
tion channel stringently controlled by a Management Council to
be established in each CBW community. This will involve a
complete negation of the commercial distribution channels that
have, to this point, existed for JSTCW.

In order to accommodate the numerous demands of the anti-
whaling members of the Commission, the Action Plan was
revised several times until the Commission finally recognized the
revised Action Plan (IWC/47/46) as embracing “constructive
management elements in accordance with IWC regulations” at
the 47th IWC Annual Meeting (IWC Resolution 1995–3).
However, the Action Plan is yet to be adopted by the IWC. 



Conclusion

No more delays should be tolerated to resolve
the distress of the JSTCW communities.

The anti-whaling members of IWC should
immediately allow JSTCW to resume coastal
minke whaling! If the IWC does not wish to fur-
ther lose its credibility, it is time NOW to take
action!!

Japan Small-type Whaling Association
4-5-10-506, Honcho, Nakano-ku, Tokyo 164, Japan

TEL: 03-5385-6121  FAX: 03-5385-6122

15 October, 1997
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Aerial view of Oshika Town
(courtesy: Oshika Town)

TRUTHabout the Japanese Small-Type Coastal 
Whaling and its standing

(1) The JSTCW has a long tradition of sustainable whaling. It has neither caused nor will cause any adverse
effects to the status of the North Pacific minke resources. There is nothing wrong with utilising abundant
resources in a sustainable manner. Sustainable use is an internationally accepted principle of conserva-
tion. 

(2) For management of local marine resources, multi-species management is a responsible course to
take: protection of arbitrarily selected species, such as minke whales in this case, leads to a distortion of
the local marine ecosystem as a whole. 

(3) The human rights of the local residents have been abused by the extended period of the minke whaling
moratorium which prohibits them from the use of available and non-endangered local resource.

(4) Japan’s Small-type Coastal Whaling (JSTCW) is socially, economically and culturally distinguishable from
industrialized commercial whaling. It is an
indispensable and integral part of commu-
nal identity and well-being.

Historical site at Tomyo-zaki (a lookout for whaling)
(courtesy: KAINO Yoshitsugu)



A Decade of Disappointment 

The whaling vessel sits beached. Although she holds
one of the nine currently valid licenses and has been
maintained, ready to go, she has not gone minke whal-
ing since 1988.

For her owner, and for the holders of three other
whaling licenses, the unused whaling vessels are very
expensive symbols. They represent their owners’ hopes
and their owners’ persistence to resume whaling. They
also represent the owners’ responsibilities to those who
have depended on the vessels, and on them, for their
living, both directly and in their communities. They
want very much to resume operating these vessels, but
because they cannot take minke whales, to operate them
would cost more than they can possibly afford. 

The owner of this vessel and so many, many others
in Japan’s four small-type coastal whaling communities
have tried, in good faith, for a decade now, to work with
the International Whaling Commission. They have
sought to ease the tremendous burden the IWC’s com-
mercial whaling moratorium has placed on Japan’s
small-type coastal whalers, and on their communities,
by working with IWC towards an interim relief alloca-
tion.

But to no avail. For the Japanese, it has indeed been
a decade of disappointment.

The moratorium took effect at the end of 1987. The
decision which instituted the interruption in commercial
whaling was supposed to allow the IWC Scientific
Committee to undertake comprehensive stock assess-
ments and to design a method of establishing safe and
sustainable catch quotas. The Commission was sup-
posed to implement it by 1990 at the latest. The IWC
Scientific Committee did complete its work, but the
Commission continues to delay its implementation.

The whalers knew before the ban took effect that
losing their minke whale catches would seriously
threaten their capabilities to keep their small-scale oper-
ations viable because now they would be entirely
dependent upon very low quotas of small cetaceans
which are not under IWC management. To maintain
their operations, they did several things. They paired
eight of their nine vessels and laid off crew. They chose
one vessel from each pair to go whaling. 

Some whale-boat owners tried to diversify into tuna
fishing or salmon farming, for example. Crew tried dif-
ferent forms of inshore fishing or diving for abalone.
Most of these endeavours were unsuccessful and some
even lost money because people were trying to do
things they were not familiar with.

Throughout all of this, the Government of Japan has,
each year, continued to request an interim relief alloca-
tion of 50 minke whales to reduce the negative impacts
of the seemingly-endless moratorium on the whaling
communities. But all they have taken home is three res-
olutions (in 1993, 1995, and 1996), delaying tactics to
accompany the refusals.

The 49th IWC meeting in Monaco was the tenth
refusal of Japan’s modest request for an interim relief
allocation to alleviate the distress the moratorium has
caused to the small-type whaling communities. What
made this refusal especially hard to accept was that the
IWC did authorise a small quota to a group of
Americans which had not whaled for 70 years. While
Japanese small-type coastal whalers were pleased that
the IWC had recognised another coastal whaling com-
munity, it also further frustrated them that their case
based on cultural, socio-economic and dietary needs
was treated so differently.

So, Japanese whaling communities and the people
who live in them are increasingly at risk.

Whaling vessel “Yasumaru No. 1”  (courtesy: SHIMOMICHI Yoshiichi)

Japan and Small-type Coastal Whaling at the IWC:
People Matter Too!
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People and their Communities at Risk

The whalers’ and their communities’ attempts at
diversification (working as joint operations tuna fish-
ing; salmon farming; and tourism, for example) have
not compensated for the deprivation of minke whaling.
These efforts have been at best, unevenly successful
and certainly not compensatory. Some whalers have
found other jobs, but these do not match the rewards of
whaling economically, socially, or spiritually.

Impacts of the Minke Whaling Moratorium on
Whalers and their Families 

The moratorium has hurt whalers and their families
at several levels. Whalers see their work firstly as a pro-
fession, secondly as a livelihood, and thirdly as a tradi-
tional occupation which they have inherited from their
ancestors and learned from their elders and which they
have the obligation-and the desire-to teach to the next
generation.

Thus, with the continuation of the moratorium, the
whalers, and their families, have been deprived not only
of their incomes, but also of their identities as commu-
nity members. That this has come as a result of the arbi-
trary “criminalisation” of their traditionally honourable

profession by outsiders, makes their deprivation that
much more tragic. 

Practically, this has meant an increase in stress-relat-
ed health problems for the whalers. It has also caused
emotional stress between both husbands and wives and
between parents and children.

In addition to their daily living concerns, for exam-
ple, children have had to deal with financial worries
regarding their families’ abilities to pay for their con-
tinuing education. For many, this comes at times when,
in order to succeed in the universally important
Japanese high school and university entrance examina-
tions, they should be concentrating only on their
studies.

Impacts of the Minke Whaling Moratorium of
Whaling Communities

Obviously, these family stresses have also been
reflected in community social problems. Until the
moratorium, the whaling towns had been free of these

sorts of problems because of the self-respect and com-
munity regard which historically had been the whalers’
birthrights. 

Nor have social problems been the only ones whal-
ing communities have faced as a result of the moratori-
um. With the dramatic drop in incomes resulting from
the prohibition of small-type coastal minke whaling,
Fishery Cooperative Associations in the whaling com-
munities have been seriously hurt. So have the commu-
nities’ secondary and tertiary businesses, for in a whal-
ing town, no business survives if there is not whaling in
the first place.

Further, because whalers had, before the moratori-
um, made disproportionately larger contributions to
community tax revenues, the towns were doubly hit:
families’ incomes and town government tax losses. This
problem, especially in Ayukawa, threatened community
viability at a time when community revenues were also
declining from decreased fishing revenues. 

Some of the whalers have found less satisfactory
work. But for the communities, losing the social and
cultural framework whaling had traditionally
provided—catching, processing, distributing, eating,
sharing, and celebrating whales—is the greatest loss.
Tragic, poignant and unnecessary.

Japanese Concerns about Attacks on Japanese
Culture 

The Japanese whalers know, as scientists also know,
North Pacific minke stocks are not declining. Why,
then, has the reasonable and well-documented case
(based on culture, socio-economic factors and diet) for
an interim relief allocation been rejected by the IWC for
ten years?! Japan has diligently, honestly, and clearly
addressed, in a comprehensive way, all of the objections
to STCW which IWC Members have raised. This has
included studies by social scientists and a willingness of
the communities to drastically reduce the commercial
elements of whaling operations. Yet the denial of
coastal whaling as an integral part of Japan’s history
and its culture continues.

This decade-long denial by the IWC of cultural,
socio-economic and dietary needs of small-type whal-
ing communities in Japan, using arguments which are
neither scientifically credible nor culturally responsible,
is an injustice. 

Part of a picture scroll illustrating whaling in the Edo period (1603–1867)  in Japan (courtesy: Shoko Museum of Arts)



Nations that adamantly reject request by Japanese
STCW in the IWC seem to be obsessed with a notion
arising from their own past whaling practice in which
they threw away whale meat in order to gain yield of
oil out of the whales they hunted around the world.
This notion underlies their rejection, even though
STCW operates in contrast with other types of whaling;
STCW utilises all possible whale parts with minimum
waste. These opponents close their eyes to the cultural
significance of STCW as basis of communal unity.   

Japan’s Decade of Good Faith STCW
Efforts at IWC

It is difficult to comprehend that Japan’s IWC oppo-
nents can still claim incomplete understanding of the
importance of STCW to Japan and its whaling commu-
nities. In the past decade, Japan has submitted more
than 40 papers on this subject. It has responded—fre-
quently more than once—to questions, reservations,
and alleged misunderstandings about the science and
the socio-economics of Japanese STCW and the justifi-
cations for an interim relief allocation (IRA), pending
the resumption of commercial whaling.

Evolution of Japan’s IRA Requests  
Japan first requested an IRA in 1988. Since 1990,

Japan has specifically asked for 50 North Pacific minke
whales. But without success. 

Some delegations allege that their opposition is
based on the commercial elements of Japanese STCW.
They argue that to grant the IRA would mean de facto
resumption of commercial whaling. Japan has sought to
address these arguments and other arguments at IWC
meetings and elsewhere, year after year after year.

Japan has offered to reorganise JSTCW into com-
munity-based whaling (CBW) until commercial minke
whaling resumes, despite the economic losses the
whalers would bear by doing so. Under this CBW
Action Plan, whale products could be distributed and
consumed in the least commercial ways.

Japan first made this CBW offer in 1993. To have
done so reflected the Japanese coastal whaling commu-
nities’ fundamental need to resume minke whaling for
non-economic reasons, even though money has been an
integral part of their whaling culture since coastal whal-
ing began.

But in 1997, after five years of Japanese offers and
revisions of the CBW Action Plan, the IWC opponents
still rejected Japan’s request.

The “Commercial” Debate 
Given that there are clearly commercial elements of

the whaling operations of other groups allowed to con-
tinue whaling, the argument about commercialism in
Japanese STCW is not a legitimate objection. Why
have the “commercial” aspects of Japan’s small-type
coastal whaling been an issue? Alaskan whalers buy
equipment to go whaling and sell handicrafts made
from whales they take and Japan’s STCW is no more
commercial than the approved Greenland Inuit whaling
operations. After all, they sell whale products at local
supermarkets. In addition, the well-documented cultural
need of Japan’s whaling communities to resume whal-

ing is no less than that of a group of American natives
who have not been whaling for 70 years but were given
a quota at the 1997 meeting.

Certainly, neither the debate about the commercial
elements of Japan’s STCW nor the earlier “concern”
opponents expressed regarding the “morality and
ethics” of Japan’s STCW have much to do with IWC
Members’ treaty responsibilities to manage whale
resources. Rather, they represent, for the Japanese, a
frustrating decade of irresponsible political games,
hypocrisy and the application of double standards
which has caused severe hardships to Japan’s STCW
communities and resulted in a further erosion of the
IWC’s credibility as a responsible resource manage-
ment organisation.     

Memorial Service for Whales in Taiji  (courtesy: Taiji Town)

(courtesy: Shoko Museum of Arts)



And Now?

Resolution, Resolution, Resolution: No Action 
To answer questions and respond to objections to

its request for a 50-minke whale interim relief alloca-
tion, the Government of Japan has provided more than
40 papers addressing issues of socio-economics,
anthropology, science, and law. It has, in good faith,
sought IWC Members’ understanding of these complex
issues by providing responsible documentation of all
aspects of community-based whaling. Although the
IWC has adopted three Resolutions, people in Japan’s
whaling communities cannot eat Resolutions, nor can
they use Resolutions to pay their bills, and certainly
Resolutions make no gifts for traditional community
celebration.

It is now 1998. Five years ago, in 1993—five years
after the GOJ and the communities had sought to
address every point of objections raised—the
Commission graciously resolved “...to work expedi-
tiously to alleviate the distress to these communities....”
There were just a few questions, Japan was told, about
the “commercial” aspects of the Action Plan. Japan
answered these questions in 1994. And in 1995. All that
these efforts gave the whaling communities was another
Resolution. This one “[r]ecognise[d] the revised Action
Plan as constructive management elements in accor-
dance with IWC regulations.” Still, the people in
Japan’s STCW communities couldn’t eat it, or pay bills
with it, and certainly not celebrate with it.

Then, in 1996, after Japan had tried yet again, with
yet more information, it got, in return, yet another
Resolution-this one calling for yet another workshop to
“...review and identify commercial aspects and socio-
economic and cultural needs....” Again!?

Clearly, the response of the Commission to these
Resolutions has been lacking good faith. The
Commission has not “work[ed] expeditiously to allevi-
ate the distress to these communities” and has not seri-
ously considered the socio-economic and cultural needs
of the people in Japan’s STCW communities.

ICRW: Protect and Delay or Conserve and Utilise?
Japan and a minority of other IWC Members have

stressed that the International Convention for the
Regulation of Whaling (ICRW) is about conserving
and using whales, not about only protecting them. The
Convention is also about using science as the basis for
management. The so-called morality and ethics of
whaling has nothing to do with science; it is another
delaying tactic.

But even if it were a legitimate concern, there is a
standard and widely-agreed-upon ethical principle gov-
erning the use of living resources. Adopted by almost
all members of the United Nations, it declares resource
use is justified, provided it is sustainable and does not
damage biological diversity, and that such resource use
should be encouraged if it promotes social and eco-
nomic benefit.

Both the 1980 World Conservation Strategy and the
1992 United Nations Earth Summit’s Agenda 21
recognise the social and environmental benefits of sus-
tainable resource use and urge implementation of this

principle as a responsible and desirable courses of
action.

Japan is Committed to Restoring Small-type Coastal
Whaling 

Five years ago, at the IWC meeting in Kyoto, the
chairman of the Japan Small-type Whaling Association
said,
...Our lives [in Japan’s small-type whaling communi-
ties] are culturally simpler and economically simpler
than the lives of those in Japan’s cities. But we too are
part of the history and the modern life of Japan.... We
in simpler communities also have responsibilities. We
provide food for the people who share our lives. In this
way we make our contribution to society. And we are
proud that we make this contribution.

It is also our responsibility, our duty, and our wish
to pass on to the next generation this way of living and
of contributing. Those who have nothing to do with our
way of life in local communities have no right to try to
deny us this responsibility. 

For the whalers and their communities this is how it
is. Their very great efforts to resume their traditional
community way of life continues. And will continue.

To the IWC, they say it is time to stop unfairness
and double standard toward Japan’s community-based
whalers. Honour your treaty commitments and obliga-
tions. Japan and Japanese community-based whalers
have co-operated with the IWC. If the IWC continues
to ignore our cultural, socio-economic and dietary
needs, Japan will be forced to take unilateral action to
defend and maintain its whaling communities and their
people. 

Japan Small-type Whaling Association
4-5-10-506, Honcho, Nakano-ku, Tokyo 164-0012, Japan

TEL: 03-5385-6121  FAX: 03-5385-6122

25 February 1998
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In retrospect, it does seem absurd: that for
almost all of the last decade of the 20th century,
one of the world’s leading developed economies was
forced to spent millions of man-hours and dollars
trying valiantly to minimise all traces of commer-
cial aspects (for which read monetary exchange)
from one of its traditional industries....

And that it, in good faith, undertook these futile
attempts to conform to blatantly and irresponsibly
anti-scientific whimsies of co-signatories to an
international agreement which, in its very pream-
ble, referred to providing “for the proper conserva-
tion” of resources to “... make possible orderly
development” of the industry which depended upon
these resources.

It is indeed absurd, for in the global monetary
system of the 1990s, no one anywhere could engage

in any whaling activity at any level of technical
sophistication without at least some cash transac-
tions for gear, equipment, and related necessities.

Nonetheless, Japan’s small-type coastal
whalers, working with the Government of Japan,
have tried and tried and tried yet again to answer
the increasingly specious, increasingly transparent-
ly anti-whaling objections of the — ironically —
anti-whaling members of the International
Whaling Commission (IWC).

Why? Because, unlike a majority of the other
nations which signed the International Convention
for the Regulation of Whaling (ICRW), Japan
thought it important, essential actually, to continue
to honour its commitment not only to the orderly
development of the whaling industry, but also to
establish an international system for whaling that
would ensure proper and effective conservation and
development of whale stocks.

Japan had also thought that because the

Japan’s Twelve-year Battle for 
Coastal Minke Whaling: 

IWC/51/OS JSTWA

Twelve Years of Frustration

I. Absurd, Absurd, Absurd

(courtesy: Shoko Museum of Arts)



ICRW’s preamble included the acknowledgement
that achieving this optimum condition should hap-
pen “without causing widespread economic and
nutritional distress” that its small-type coastal
community whalers would not at any time suffer.

Wrong. Unfortunately, it has not worked that
way. Quite the opposite. And even IWC itself has
recognised this — nearly six years ago at the 45th
IWC meeting in Kyoto. The resolution the
Commission passed then affirmed that the IWC
would work expeditiously to alleviate the distress
to Japan’s four coastal whaling communities which
the cessation of minke whaling had caused. (The
North Pacific minke whales are not now nor never
have been either threatened or endangered, but the
moratorium in 1982 was written so broadly that
they were included.)

Despite this 1993 resolution, however, nothing
has happened. The Government of Japan and the
Japanese coastal whalers have, each and every
year since then tried (the IWC record now includes
some 50 papers in support of the Japanese small-
type whalers by scientists and scholars from
around the world) to answer the increasingly
unreasonable and unrealistic demands to de-com-
mercialise their traditional industry.

All to naught. Their honest efforts have brought
only ever-more disingenuous objections from the
anti-whaling zealots.

It is now clear that the anti-whaling nations will
never be satisfied. So, for the Japanese small-type
coastal whalers, frustration has finally entirely
replaced their hopes that just one more accommo-
dation, one more retreat from the fundamentals of
their industry, would finally convince all the
doubters — or at least enough of them — of their
communities’ desperate need for relief from the
unnecessary North Pacific minke whaling morato-
rium.

Whaling is, after all, an industry, and thus, by
definition, involves financial transactions. But

Japanese small-type coastal whaling is, perhaps,
not so easily understood as an industry in Western
20th century terms for at least three interrelated
reasons:

(1) it takes place in a culture whose underlying
philosophies are fundamentally different from
Western culture;

(2) specifically, the large number of community
social and spiritual elements which are equally
part of small-type coastal whaling apparently dis-
tract the inattentive and unwilling from seeing
that this traditional form of whaling is a profession,
a way to make a living to enable the whalers, their
families, and their communities to continue to live
in ways which have made their lives meaningful
for generations and which have not harmed the
resources on which it is dependent; and

(3) it is now a relatively unusual industry —
although international history clearly shows us it
has not always been so.

Now, finally, after a dozen years, surely it must
be understood that these people and their commu-
nities have earned, with all of their good faith
efforts, the right to return to the way of life of
which politically-motivated, unscientific emotional-
ism has deprived them.

A dozen years of working for justice and logic to
prevail is many years too long. The IWC by now
must recognise that the communities of Abashiri,
Ayukawa, Wada and Taiji should be free to resume
coastal whaling — which, under the ICRW, should
never have been interrupted, if the IWC itself is to
recover any vestige of scientific credibility as a
responsible global management organisation —
instead of one just frittering away its time and

Whaling Vessel “Yasumaru No.1”  in Operation  in 1987 
(courtesy: SHIMOMICHI Yoshiichi)

Currently Beached Whaling Vessel “Yasumaru No.1”, Anxiously Waiting for 
the Resumption of Minke Whaling (courtesy: SHIMOMICHI Yoshiichi)



money trying to turn back the world’s economic
clock.

II. Absurd Scientifically, Absurd
Socially and Economically

IWC’s long-running prejudice against Japan’s
small-type coastal whaling is demonstrably
absurd, not only scientifically, but also socially and
economically. Even the briefest look at the facts
makes this clear.

Scientifically Absurd...

What, after all, is the intent of the ICRW: to
conserve and to utilise whales, or merely to “pro-
tect” them and delay any responsible management
actions on their behalfs?

Japan and a minority of other IWC Members
have stressed that the ICRW is about conserv-
ing and using whales, not about only protecting
them. The Convention is also about using sci-
ence as the basis for management. The so-called
morality and ethics of whaling has nothing to do
with science; it is delaying tactics.

But even if it were a legitimate concern
under the ICRW, there is a standard and wide-
ly-agreed-upon ethical principle governing the
use of living resources. Adopted by almost all
members of the United Nations, it declares
resource use is justified, provided it is sustain-
able and does not damage biological diversity,
and that such resource use should be encour-
aged if it promotes social and economic benefit.

Both the 1980 World Conservation Strategy
and the 1992 United Nations Earth Summit’s
Agenda 21 recognised the social and environ-
mental benefits of sustainable resource use and
urged implementation of this principle as a
responsible and desirable course of action.

Certainly, all of what the scientists have
been learning about the importance of multi-
species management reinforces the need to
broaden our approach to managing marine
resources to include whales as part of the
ecosystems in which they are found. Whales are
substantial predators on fish and other species.
Not surprisingly, it has not worked to manage
them or other marine mammals in isolation.

It is the Okhotsk Sea stock of North Pacific
minke whales in which Japan ’s small-type
coastal whalers are interested, a robust stock
which has never been in any trouble. Indeed,
the IWC Scientific Committee had estimated
that this stock stands at over 25,000 animals
and is capable of sustaining a limited catch—
which is all the small-type coastal whalers are
seeking. From 1951 until 1987, for example,
their average annual catch was 348 minke
whales, and their 1987 quota was 320 minkes.
Japanese small-type whaling was always a sus-
tainable operation.

Economically and Socially Absurd

Given that there are clearly commercial ele-
ments of the whaling operations of other groups
allowed to continue whaling, the argument
about commercialism in Japanese STCW is not
a legitimate objection. Why have the “commer-
cial” aspects of Japan’s small-type coastal whal-
ing been an issue? Alaskan whalers buy equip-
ment to go whaling and sell handicrafts made
from whales they take and Japan’s STCW is no
more commercial than the approved Greenland
Inuit whaling operations. After all, they sell
whale products at local supermarkets. In addi-
tion, the well-documented cultural need of
Japan’s whaling communities to resume whal-
ing is no less than that of a group of American
natives who have not been whaling for 70 years
but were given a quota at the 1997 meeting.

Whaling Festival in Taiji (courtesy: KAINO Yoshitsugu)

Minke Whales (courtesy: The Institute of Cetacean Research)



Certainly, neither the debate about the com-
mercial elements of Japan’s STCW nor the earli-
er “concern” opponents expressed regarding the
“morality and ethics” of Japan’s STCW have
much to do with IWC Members’ treaty responsi-
bilities to manage whale resources. Rather, they
represent, for the Japanese, a frustrating 12
years of irresponsible political games, hypocrisy
and the application of double standards which
has caused severe hardships to Japan’s STCW
communities and resulted in a further erosion of
the IWC’s credibility as a responsible resource
management organisation.     

Nor is the issue one of economics alone, for
life is much more than simply money with
which to buy those things necessary for sur-
vival. Whaling, with its secondary and tertiary
industries, is economically important. But as
well, around the work of a community evolve
social and cultural practices which define that
community. For the small-type coastal whaling
communities, whaling is the work around which
these practices grew, defining their senses of
community. It is their culture and part of the
larger culture of Japan. Decline of small-type
coastal whaling is causing disintegration of
these communities. They are trying so hard to
overcome the almost-debilitating losses of popu-
lation and income.

As whaling-related employment decreases, so
does the essence of community. Both economics
and this diminished sense of community are
forcing younger people to work and live else-
where. Because of  the locations of these com-
munities and their relatively limited infrastruc-
tures, alternative jobs in whaling communities
remain too few to replace those which Western
cultures have taken from them by their contin-
ued insistence on the 1982 moratorium.

Even the IWC, in its 1993 resolution,
acknowledged the socio-economic and cultural
needs of the Japanese whaling communities and

the distress to these communities which has
resulted from the cessation of minke whaling.

In conclusion, not only is there limited alter-
native work available to these communities, but
also — and perhaps even more important — the
cessation of minke whaling is slowly, and quite
unnecessarily, eroding in these places their
sense of community, their cultural heritage, and
its practices. It is unnecessary, and it must stop.

III. Japan Is Committed to Restore
Small-type Coastal Whaling

Six years ago, at the IWC meeting in Kyoto,
the chairman of the Japan Small-type Whaling
Association said,

...Our lives [in Japan’s small-type whaling
communities] are culturally simpler and eco-
nomically simpler than the lives of those in
Japan’s cities. But we too are part of the history
and the modern life of Japan.... We in simpler
communities also have responsibilities. We pro-
vide food for the people who share our lives. In
this way we make our contribution to society.
And we are proud that we make this contribu-
tion.

It is also our responsibility, our duty, and our
wish to pass on to the next generation this way of
living and of contributing. Those who have noth-
ing to do with our way of life in local communi-
ties have no right to try to deny us this responsi-
bility. 

For the whalers and their communities this
is how it is. Their very great efforts to resume
their traditional community way of life contin-
ues. And will continue.

To the IWC, they say it is time to stop unfair-
ness and double standard toward Japan’s com-
munity-based whalers. Honour your treaty com-
mitments and obligations. Japan and Japanese
community-based whalers have co-operated
with the IWC. If the IWC continues to ignore
our cultural, socio-economic and dietary needs,
Japan will be forced to take unilateral action to
defend and maintain its whaling communities
and their people. Japan has heard enough
words of “compassion.” Japan wants IWC
action. Now.

(courtesy: Shoko Museum of Arts)

Japan Small-type Whaling Association
4-5-10-506, Honcho, Nakano-ku, Tokyo 164-0012, Japan

TEL: 03-5385-6121  FAX: 03-5385-6122

15 May 1999

Copyright 1999 Japan Small-type Whaling Association
All rights reserved.



Abashiri: Currently-beached Yasumaru No. 1,
anxiously awaiting resumption of minke
whaling.

Cultural Significance and Needs of

Japan’s Small-type
Coastal Whaling

This is the thirteenth time Japan’s

small-type whalers are seeking an in-

terim relief allocation (IRA) and seven

years since the International Whaling

Commission (IWC) voted to act “expe-

ditiously” to alleviate the distress of

Japan’s coastal whaling communities

which the cessation of minke whaling

had caused…

And is still causing. The communities

are continuing to suffer from IWC’s

persistent and deliberate denial of its

treaty responsibilities to act “without

causing widespread economic and

nutritional distress”.

Yet again, in sorrow and in frustration,

we ask you to act morally and ethically:

consider our history and our needs in

the context of the ICRW and recognize

that an interim relief allocation is both

consistent with your conservation

responsibilities under ICRW and with

your overall treaty obligations.

JAPAN SMALL-TYPE WHALING ASSOCIATION OPENING STATEMENT AT THE 52ND IWC

IWC/52/OS JSTWA



GENERAL INTRODUCTION
TO JAPANESE SMALL-TYPE WHALING

The people of Japan have relied on the
resources of the sea to sustain them since
prehistoric times. And for many centuries,
whales have been included among the food
resources Japanese coastal communities
use.

For hundreds of years, whale hunting
was conducted using hand-held harpoons.
However, in the 17th century in Taiji,
there was a new form of whaling devel-
oped, using nets, harpoons, and a variety of
hunt and support vessels. This amitori
method then spread from Taiji to many
other parts of Japan.

This highly
organised form of
whaling required a
large specialised
workforce to capture
the whales and pro-
cess them. These large
shore-based factory
operations used every
part of the whale to
prepare many differ-
ent foods; for insecti-
cide for the rice fields;
fertilizer; and for
many other useful items from bone, baleen,
and leather. The shore-based operations
also employed both artisans (making and
repairing boats, ropes, nets, barrels, and the
tools required for whaling and whale pro-
cessing) and support personnel.

Thus, where this form of whaling be-
came established — in communities at
favourable locations for nearshore whaling
— it came to dominate the local economy,
diet, and culture. These communities
became widely recognized as whaling
villages. And amitori whaling operations
were the largest industry in medieval Japan.

However, during the 19th century, the
Japanese whaling grounds were discovered
by American, European, and Russian whal-
ers, who quickly decimated the large stocks
of slow-swimming baleen whales, and

particularly the right whales upon which
amitori-whaling depended.

To continue whaling, Japanese whalers
now had to hunt faster-swimming rorquals
(e.g., blue, fin and Bryde's whales). This
required Japanese coastal whalers to replace
the rowed hunting boats with motorised
catcher vessels, thus beginning another
technological transformation in
Japanese whaling.

During this period of change and expan-
sion, small-type whaling continued,
using small motorised vessels operating in

nearshore waters and
catching small species (e.
g., minke, beaked and
pilot whales). Produc-
tion from the small-type
whaling operations was
relatively limited, given
both the small body size
of the whales being
taken and the small size
of the vessels, so the
meat landed in the
whaling communities
was mostly consumed
locally.

Small-type whaling vessels (locally
known as minke vessels) have always
operated quite close to shore. An average
hunt takes about 13 hours, with the
vessels nearly always returning to port each
night. Minkes are usually taken within 20
miles from shore.

Before WWII, the number of small-type
whaling vessels operating in Japan was
never more than 20. However, with loss
of the large-type catcher boats during the
Pacific War, there was a rapid increase in
small-type whaling immediately following
the end of the war, when small fishing
vessels were converted into small-type
whaling vessels to help alleviate the severe
food shortages during that period.

As post-war reconstruction began, the
central authorities rationalised the whale

Takashima-maru No. 8
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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS
OF JAPANESE SMALL-TYPE WHALING

The Nature of the JSTW Enterprise

Small-type whaling today is carried out
from the whaling villages of Ayukawa,
Taiji, and Wada (all on Honshu and
averaging about 4,000 people each) and
Abashiri (on Hokkaido, with about 43,000
people).

Minke vessels range from 15 to 49 tons
(the maximum the law allows) and operate
with a crew of five to eight. When —
because of the IWC moratorium — minke

whaling was suspended in 1987, the Japa-
nese small-type whaling operation involved
63 whalers working on nine boats.

In addition, on shore, the vessels might
have several full-time flensers, with variable
numbers of volunteers (often retired whal-
ers or locals who enjoyed occasional work).
As well, there were a few additional work-
ers, usually women, who packed edible
whale products in boxes. There were also
one or two office workers associated with
each small-type whaling operation.

”In Japan the zero-catch limit has affected indi-
viduals economically, socially, culturally and in
respect to health. The effects include disrup-
tion and failure of small businesses, job loss
and employment at less valued positions and/
or limited work in temporary or seasonal posi-
tions. Because of the nature of small-type whal-
ing the zero-catch limit affects individuals in
small villages more than in the industrial cen-
tres. The small size of the local economy has
required physical moves for individuals and fami-
lies in order to find employment. High levels of
unemployment for former whalers result from
the highty specialized nature of their work and
barriers to re-employment due to age and the
particularities of Japanese employment and fish-

eries practices. As whalers enjoyed prestige,
their job loss is especially stressful. Within the
family interpersonal stress, disruption of rigid
gender related division of labour and stress on
children occurs. Local businesses depending on
whale products have been severely affected and
the loss of revenue threatens the survival of
such institutions as fishery cooperative asso-
ciations. Tourism is highly dependent upon the
availability of whale meat which also plays on
important role in religious observances and
community celebrations. These impacts pose a
serious threat to the continued survival of these
traditional small communities“

(Chairman’s Report of the 41st IWC Meeting in 1989, p.4)

Summary of Impacts Resulting from the Moratorium
on Minke Whaling
Summary of Impacts Resulting from the Moratorium
on Minke Whaling
The IWC Chairman’s Report on the 41st Annual Meeting concisely and accurately summarised the
impacts resulting from the minke whaling moratorium (zero catch limit).

fishery by decreasing the number of small-
type whaling licenses (from a high of 83
licenses in 1947) and encouraging a
smaller number of large-type vessels to

supply the nation's protein needs. Thus, by
around 1970, only nine small-type
whaling licenses remained, and that is
the number of licenses today.
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The total workforce engaged in Japanese
small-type whaling was about 100 people
in 1987, of which 75 were full-time em-
ployees. This workforce often included
vessel owners' wives and sometimes other
members of their immediate families.

Employment Patterns

Recruitment into small-type whaling occurs
through the harpooner, the vessel owner, or
a member of an owner's family. Many
whalers belong to whaling families, as do
flensers and whale product processors. This
reflects both the familial nature of
small-type whaling operations and the
cultural importance Japanese place on
following family traditions and thus show-
ing respect to ancestors.

Work on minke vessels does not require
formal training. The crew of each minke
vessel formed a tight social group, often
from years of working together. Crew
members continued socialising with one
another during the non-whaling season.

And though coastal whaling only occurs
during six months of the year, vessel  own-
ers usually pay their crews either full or
partial wages in the non-whaling season
because they expect that the same crew will
be available the following year.

Culturally-important Aspects of
Whaling

Whaling remains a culturally important
activity in present-day, and in many
former, whaling communities. Thus, in
these communities, anticipating each new
season, several culturally-prescribed activi-
ties occur, as they also do at certain other
times during the year.

The importance of whale meat in these
communities relates to its symbolic asso-
ciations with a number of positive aspects
in people’s lives (e.g., health, longevity,
vitality); the social and cultural importance
of gifts of whale meat; the use of edible
whale products in the local/regional cui-
sines; the important role these cuisines play

TAIJI

ABASHIRIAYUKAWA

WADA
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in maintaining cultural identity; the cul-
tural value placed on maintaining and
transmitting traditional skills and
occupations; and the fostering of tradi-
tional spiritual values that connect
whalers and their families with their past
and with whales.

Gift Exchanges Involving Whale Meat

In the whaling villages, there exists an
extensive system of customary gift-based
ritual exchange that occurs before and
throughout the whaling season. In addi-
tion, in some whaling communities, whale
meat gift exchanges occur among all house-
holds throughout the entire year.

These gifts are omiki (usually sake [rice
wine]) given to vessel owners, the vessel
herself and the crew; the return gifts are
whale meat. Also, if the vessel owner makes
any major expenditures for his vessel, he
will also receive many gifts (including
cash). The return gifts for these are also
whale meat.

The Social Significance of Whale
Meat Distribution

All those who are involved in catching and
processing a whale receive bonuses or gifts
of whale meat. In this way, a considerable
amount of whale meat is continually enter-
ing informal (non-commercial) distribution
throughout the whaling towns. And these
are widely shared, leading to the common
sentiment that “fish is to buy, whale is to
be received”.

Commercial and Non-Commercial
Whale Meat Distribution

It is not possible to place an unequivocal
monetary value on ritual, a social bond, or
a sense of shared identity. Thus, none of
these ritual whale meat distributions
should be considered as being purely, or
even predominantly, economic transac-
tions. The true value of these circulating
exchanges are social and cultural: they
are important because they repeatedly

Taiji: Whaling festival recalling old whaling techniques.Taiji: Buddhist memorial service for souls of whales.
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involve almost every person in the commu-
nity and they are derived from local enter-
prise whose benefits are widely shared and
appreciated. By participating in these
community-wide events, local residents
collectively reaffirm and validate their
sense of community by enjoying —
indeed celebrating — the seasonal bounty
of the sea on which their community
depends.

Religious Observances Associated
with Whaling

Since earliest times, Japanese have

regarded whales as an important source of
food and employment. Thus, whales are
intimately associated, more especially in
the whaling villages, with a widespread
sense of security and prosperity.

Until quite recently — and even now —
rural Japanese did not enjoy the prosperity
that followed their nation's rapid
industrialisation. Thus the whale, as an
ample provider of community needs, has
remained symbolically important in
those small coastal (often remote) whaling
communities.

Within these communities people cel-
ebrate many ceremonies, both secular and

Chikko, Abashiri, 1959: Flensing of minke whales.
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religious, to show gratitude and to court
divine favour to ensure the benefits of
whaling continue. Nor have these religious
obligations to whales and celebrations of
whaling ended when a village stops whal-
ing.

The local Shinto shrine is important to
Japanese society because it defines the
geographic and social perimeters of the
local community. Throughout the whaling
season, the women in the whalers’ families
visit their local shrines to pray for the
whalers’ safety, for a good catch, and for
the souls of the whales. Shinto priests also
officiate at purification ceremonies on
board the whaling vessels.

And at the New Year, the talisman for
whaling vessel’s spirits (funadama) respon-
sible for protecting the whaling vessel, are
renewed. The owner-operators and har-
pooners are the principal officiates at this
particular ceremony.

Members of the whaling communities
also participate in Buddhist ceremonies,
two of which are particularly important:
first, memorial services for the souls of
whales killed; and second, for the souls of
whalers who, having taken life, seek for-
giveness and spiritual compensation for
their loss of merit for having done so. In
some whaling villages, virtually the whole
community participates in these services.

Shinto and Buddhist ceremonies are
often constructed around a communal
meal (naorai) shared between parishioners
and dieties. The centrality of whaling to the
community is reflected in the prominence
of whale meat in these ceremonies.

7



Eating whale meat is undeniably part of
Japanese culture. The pattern is of a series
of quite localised (or at most, regional)
cuisines which reflect historical whale use
practices in that town or area. The whale-
based diet in Abashiri and Ayukawa is based
principally on minke whale; that of Wada
on Baird's beaked whale; and of Taiji, on
pilot whales and dolphins.

The whaling villages’ strong attachment
to their respective whale-based cuisines
results from a variety of cultural and
personal valuations variously associated
with hunting, processing, distributing and
consuming whales. Clearly, whale as a
customary food involves a variety of very
positive associations in people’s minds, so
that contemplating a future without these
foods brings worried, indeed depressing,
thoughts. Further, research has made it
quite apparent that this attachment to the
customary whale-based diet is strongly felt
by young people as well as by adults.

Residents of Japanese whaling villages
often stress that every edible part of the
whale is eaten — including not just red
meat, organ meats, and blubber, but also
types of organs not generally eaten in

western countries today (although in some
cases certainly eaten in the not-too-distant
past), cartilage, the base of the baleen
plates, and many other unexpected delica-
cies.

The Basis and Importance of
Customary Foods

Food consumption patterns are generally
based on many criteria, although the im-
portance accorded these criteria will vary
according to culture, locality, and socio-
economic status within a given society.
Among the criteria are —

• availability;
• symbolic value (associatied with lon-

gevity, strength, good fortune, ancestral
ties);

• actual and perceived health value; and
• historical and social values (involving

family and community closeness and
traditions).

Researchers have found that the extent
to which whale meat in the whaling vil-
lages satisfies these varied criteria, com-
pared with various non-whale alternatives,
clearly shows that as the core food in a
richly varied traditional cuisine, the value
of whale meat transcends mere preferences.
In one whaling village (Ayukawa), there
were 30 different culturally-important
occasions, great and smaller, at which
whale meat was the chosen centerpiece of a
celebratory meal.

The Social and Cultural Importance of
Restaurants and Caterers

The social and cultural  importance
of food, and of eating together, is
common to all societies. The practice of
concluding important social or business
interactions with a meal attests to the
fundamental role food plays shaping and
cementing interpersonal relationships.

In Japan, group activities are far more
common than is the case in more individu-
alistic western societies. But Japanese
homes are often small. And in small com-

WHALES, FOOD, AND IDENTITY

Harpooning a minke whale.
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munities, with many relatives, friends, and
associates near by, numbers of guests to be
invited for events requiring meals often
makes celebrating in hotels or restaurants
the only practical option.

Thus, in whaling villages, providing
whale meat to hotels and restaurants be-
comes essential, for all such important
social occasions must serve whale dishes if
the meal is to fulfil its ceremonial purpose.

Encouraging tourists to visit whaling
villages is another reason that commercial
eating establishments must serve whale
meat. Taiji, Abashiri and Ayukawa are all
promoting tourism as a way of compensat-
ing for their fisheries problems (including
whale fisheries) and the limited opportuni-
ties they have for alternative economic
development.

Internal tourism in Japan is partly driven
by the expectations that regional food
specialties will be available during one’s

Impact of the Moratorium upon
the Whalers

 Just before the moratorium on hunting
minkes,  the eight small-type whaling
vessel owners were typically sharing a
harvest of 40 beaked whales, 50 pilot
whales, and about 320 minke whales each
year. Obviously the loss of the minkes
represented a significant economic
hardship, seriously threatening the viabil-
ity of these small-scale operations.

The whalers made a one-time adjust-
ment, carrying part of the non-minke
quota from 1987 to 1988 because they
believed the pause in small-type coastal
minke whaling would be short. The IWC
(International Whaling Commission)
resolution which interrupted commercial
whaling said a pause was necessary to allow
the IWC Scientific Committee to undertake
comprehensive whale stocks assessments
and to develop a way of setting catch
quotas that would allow whales to be taken

SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF THE EXTENDED
PAUSE IN MINKE WHALING

without risk of depleting their populations.
This was called the Revised Management
Procedure (RMP).

The whalers thought the pause would be
short because this resolution called for
these tasks to be completed by 1990
(the work had begun a few years before the
moratorium came into effect). The whalers
were, therefore, in 1987, looking only to
survive for three or four years, until the
IWC would review the Scientific
Committee’s findings and the practicality
of resuming sustainable minke whaling.

To help the whalers cope with the sup-
posedly-temporary loss of more than 75%
of their catch, which the minke morato-
rium represented, the Government of Japan
increased by a small percentage the quotas
of non-minkes. The whalers also received
some benefit from the predictable increase
in whale meat prices resulting from supply
shortages.

But these short-term fixes were not
enough. Regardless of their landings, whal-

travels. For this reason, most Japanese
tourists visiting a whaling village would be
very disappointed if they were not able to
eat local whale dishes.

Minke whaling: Takashima-maru No. 8, mid-1980s.
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ers must meet fixed annual costs of operat-
ing and maintaining their vessels and of
paying their crews and other overhead
expenses. The whalers therefore had to
make further accommodations, letting go
some crew members and forming joint
operations with fewer vessels to reduce
operating costs.

Some whale vessel operators tried to
diversify their business operations by tuna
fishing, salmon-farming, or dolphin hunt-
ing. Crew members who lost their jobs tried
various forms of inshore fishing or diving
for abalone. But none of these endeavours
was economically successful; indeed, some
lost money by trying work with which they
had no experience.

The problem of finding other work was
especially difficult in the whaling villages
of Taiji and Ayukawa because at the same
time the small-type whalers were looking
for work, so were many other large-type
whalers who lost their jobs when the IWC
moratorium also ended the large-type
whaling operations in those villages.

Impacts of the Moratorium upon
Whalers’ Families

To consider the effects of job loss on
whalers’ families, it is important to remem-
ber that in the whaling villages whalers
were respected individuals. They were
considered generous community benefac-
tors and the primary role models for young
men. Many young men aspired to become
whalers. And not only did whaling provide
prestige to the whalers and to the whaling

village but it also provided a far more
secure source of income than could fishing;
thus marriage to a whaler was considered
very desirable.

As a result, the uncertainty the morato-
rium introduced led to stresses far
greater than just economic. Families,
as well as individuals, suffered from a
variety of social and psychological stresses,
and, as a consequence, individuals’ and
families’ health and well-being suffered too.

The ex-whalers had few prospects for
alternative jobs in their villages, which
meant their families had to make difficult
decisions, including moving to find work;
moving the family; having one's  wife go to
work outside the home; using savings to
start a small business, or living very frugally
to provide for their children’s educations.

Although these are universal concerns, it
is important to understand them in the
Japanese context: in Japan children’s educa-
tion is exceedingly highly valued and it is
the mother’s paramount responsibility to
ensure her children do well in school. This
usually requires her to remain a full-time
homemaker, not work outside until the
children leave school.

Also, in the whaling villages, whalers’
families enjoyed considerable social stand-
ing because whalers could distribute, from
their shares of each catch, gifts of whale
meat. But suddenly, with the moratorium
on whaling, they could no longer fulfil
these social obligations, which are so
vital in Japanese culture. They felt
shame at their lost ability to ensure the
continuation of these joyous and eagerly
anticipated traditional community prac-
tices.

Nor — despite some IWC delegates’
suggestions to the contrary — could losing
their work because of the imposed morato-
rium be considered analogous to the dilem-
mas some Europeans had faced when their
fisheries collapsed or their mines went out
of business for lack of markets. Minke
whales remain abundant — fishermen and
whalers see them almost daily; and the
market continues to demand the highly-
valued food the whalers can provide.

Finally, the sense of moral failure the
household head feels because he is unable
to continue the family enterprise he inher-
ited is not borne by him alone. It is shared,
and acutely affects, other household mem-

Taiji: Whaling festival recalling old whaling techniques.
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bers — bound as they are by Confucian
ethics of inter-generational loyalty, indebt-
edness, and responsibility.

Impact of the Moratorium upon
the Whaling Villages

Predictably, the economic impact of the
commercial whaling moratorium in
Ayukawa, Taiji, and Wada has caused a
significant ripple effect throughout
the local economies and communi-
ties. The FCAs (Fisheries Cooperative
Association) not only operate local fish
markets and undertake various regulatory
and educational programmes; they also
serve as important community financial
institutions. Whaling had provided a large
part of the FCAs’ revenues (earned through
commissions on sales of whale meat, and
on purchases of ice and other supplies and
services). After the moratorium, the FCAs’
revenues dropped significantly.

Ayukawa and Taiji had both large- and
small-type coastal whaling, both of which
ended abruptly at the end of the 1987
season. And now that the large-type whal-
ing companies no longer exist, the FCAs
can only be revived with increased rev-
enues from small-type whaling. It is most
unlikely that the increase will come from
non-whale revenues; fish sales have re-
mained stable or declined over the past

several years, and fish farming and other
forms of mariculture cannot be further
expanded in these areas, and, in many
cases, appear to be in financial difficulties.

And apart from the moratorium’s serious
impacts on the whaling villages’ FCAs, loss
of whaling revenues also resulted in lost tax
revenues, for whalers, as a group, made a
disproportionately large contribution to
village taxes.

In Ayukawa, another result of the eco-
nomic downturn is the forced out-migra-
tions of people who have no prospects of
finding work in their home town. With so
many whaling-related businesses in the
village ending because of the moratorium,
other jobs became scarce at the same time
small-type whalers lost their jobs.

Also, it is a higher proportion of young
people who are leaving Ayukawa, making
the town concerned that fewer younger
people will remain to continue productive
work, such as fisheries.

All these problems, plus the negative
impacts the minke whaling moratorium
has had on the social, religious, and cul-
tural life of the whaling communities have,
according to the assessment of an indepen-
dent Australian-US research team, caused
“the fabric of social relationships…to
unravel. The end of whaling means
the end of these towns as viable
communities.”
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Attempts to mitigate the loss of minke
whales from the annual small-type whaling
fishery have generally not succeeded be-
cause of the communities’ limited opportu-
nities and the lack of specialised business
knowledge.

Some vessel owners, now operating as
joint companies with reduced expenses and
by experiencing a rising price for whale
meat, have partially eased their financial
straits. However, it is the loss of social and
cultural institutions that depend on the
capture, processing, distribution, consump-
tion, and celebration of whaling and whale
food in the traditional whaling districts
that represents the greatest loss, both to
present and to future generations.

For whalers who lost their jobs, the
situation has not improved. Some have
found other jobs, but not ones equal in
income, social status, or phychological
reward. And for their families, it also con-
tinues to be difficult, with their futures
perhaps permanently changed by the
economic hardships which have variously
affected all the whaling villages since the
moratorium.

The villages themselves also face difficul-
ties. All the whaling villages were seeking to
diversify their economies even before the
minke whaling moratorium, for in most
cases the fishing-based economy wasn't
growing, but the need for additional town
revenues was.

For most municipalities, tourism devel-
opment is the favoured strategy for eco-
nomic development. But only a few have
the required financial assets or appeal to
tourists or necessary infrastructure to suc-
ceed.

Taiji does have such appeal and facilities,
but these are seriously lacking in Ayukawa
and Wada. Taiji is not only the acknowl-
edged birthplace of Japanese whaling, it
also has many natural and man-made
attractions and its relative inaccessability
seems not to deter visitors. As well, the
local cuisine, an additional attraction for
Japanese visitors, is least affected by the

whaling ban, for the Taiji cuisine is based
on small cetaceans not affected by IWC
actions.

The other whaling villages lack ameni-
ties. Wada is accessibly by road, but
Ayukawa is some hours drive from the
nearest train station. And Ayukawa’s and
Wada’s main tourist attractions — until the
whaling moratorium — were that they were
working whaling villages. Now they are
only pallid images of what they once were.
And for some potential Japanese tourists,
the possibility that whale cuisine will be
unavailable, less diverse, or expensive is
another deterrent.

However, the principal impacts of the
whaling moratorium, the most difficult
ones to address, are not wholly economic.
For many, the attack on whaling is an
attack on their profession, on the honour
of their whaling ancestors, and — by at-
tacking their food culture — an attack on a
core element of their culture and their
identity.

“In Japan, the zero-catch limit [on
minkes] has affected individuals, eco-
nomically, socially, culturally and in
respect to health…. These impacts pose a
serious threat to the continued survival
of these traditional small communities.”

 — from the Chairman’s Report of the
41st IWC Meeting
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