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Ficure 4. Photo of the dorsal fin of a sei whale seen 16 November 2007. The “jointed” shape of this dorsal fin is

characteristic of the species (see text).

Ficure 5. Photo of a Bryde’s whale seen 13 November 2007 showing presumed cookie-cutter shark bite scars on its
lateral body. Note the difference in dorsal fin shape between this Bryde’s whale and the sei whale dorsal fin in Figure 4

(also see text for species diagnostics).

bow wave (Table 1). The surfing behavior we
observed was attributed to the relatively large
swells that day (0.9-1.5 m) and the movement
of the observation vessel through the water
and swells. Our observers had never seen this
continuous repetitive, “leisurely” “surfing”
behavior among sei whales, nor has it been
reported to occur in the literature. However,
sei whales appeared to “surf” swells fre-
quently during a 4-month vessel survey in
the Mariana Islands during winter 2007 (R.
Rowlett, pers. comm.).

Despite several decades of vessel, aerial,
and, more recently, acoustic surveys for ceta-
ceans in Hawailan waters, Bryde’s whales
have never been documented near the main
Hawaiian Islands, and sei whales have rarely
and only recently (2002) been documented
there (Barlow 2006). Young sei whales have
never been documented in this region. Since
the 1970s, aerial surveys flown within about
45 km of the coast of the main Hawaiian Is-
lands have never reported any Bryde’s or sei
whales, although fin whales have occasionally
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been seen (e.g., Herman and Antinoja 1977,
Mobley et al. 1996, 2000, Mobley 2004).
Many small-boat surveys have also been con-
ducted in coastal Hawaiian waters, mostly
near the “Four-Island” (Maui, Moloka‘i,
Lana‘ and Kaho‘olawe), the island of Ha-
wai‘i, and Kaua‘i areas (e.g., Baker and Her-
man 1981, Darling and McSweeney 1985,
Cerchio et al. 1998, Baird et al. 20084,b).
These have mostly been restricted to waters
within 18-22 km of the coast, with a strong
bias toward leeward waters <200 m deep (tar-
geting mostly humpback whales) and to a
lesser extent waters <1,000 m deep for other
species. Taken together, these results suggest
that Bryde’s and sei whales are not common
in coastal waters of the main Hawaiian Is-
lands. Other than rare incidence, the lack
of historical sightings of these two species
despite many years of previous aerial and
shipboard surveys of Hawaiian waters (e.g.,
Mobley et al. 2000, Mobley 2004, Barlow
2006) may be due to misidentification and/or
poor sea conditions prevalent in deep, off-
shore windward waters of Hawai‘i.

Based on our sightings, and those of Bar-
low (2006), the waters just north of the main
Hawaiian Islands may be part of the winter
breeding range of the North Pacific sei and
Bryde’s whales. The estimated body lengths
of the three sei whales in sighting number 3
(Table 1) would make them approximately
1 to 2 yr old; thus, they would presumably
be subadults and in any event not sexually
or physically mature (see Masaki 1976). The
presence of young, non-reproductive whales
in these waters, as well as presumably breed-
ing adults, lends weight to the potential im-
portance of these waters for this stock.

The responsible U.S. management author-
ity, NOAA Fisheries, now considers that
there is a Hawaiian Islands stock of sei whales
estimated to number 77 individuals (CV =
1.06) (Barlow 2006, Carretta et al. 2007). In
comparison, an estimated 493 Bryde’s whales
(CV = 0.34) inhabit the entire Hawaiian Is-
lands Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), pri-
marily around the Northwestern Hawaiian
Islands (Barlow 2006, Carretta et al. 2007).
These Bryde’s whales are provisionally man-
aged by NOAA Fisheries as a “Hawaiian
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Stock,” although there is currently no biolog-
ical basis for defining different stocks in the
central Pacific Ocean. Given the ESA status
of the sei whale, its scarcity in the Hawaiian
Islands region, and its poorly known fall/
winter breeding distribution, our recent sei
whale sightings in Hawaiian waters, particu-
larly of young individuals, are of manage-
ment concern (see Carretta et al. 2007).
Both sei and Bryde’s whales are protected by
the U.S. Marine Mammal Protection Act
(MMPA). Thus, though apparently rare in
the main Hawaiian Islands, both species
must be considered relative to potential im-
pacts from increasing anthropogenic activities
in waters of the main Hawaiian Islands, in-
cluding recent interisland high-speed ferry
operations, cruise ships, general vessel traffic,
and military exercises.

The limited available data suggest that
Bryde’s and sei whales are rare near the main
Hawaiian Islands, and that a small number
use deep offshore waters during the fall. It is
our hope that the reporting of our sightings
here will lead to a better understanding of
these two species in Hawaiian waters. We
recommend conducting more offshore vessel
surveys for, and biopsy sampling of, these
species to clarify habitat use and current stock
boundaries and numbers, information that is
important for management of their popula-
tions in the Pacific Ocean.
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