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Abstract 

The Arabian Sea humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae - ASHW), is one of the most 

endangered whale populations in the world. Unlike other humpback whale populations, they 

do not undertake the long seasonal migrations to high-latitude feeding grounds, but instead 

remain within the Arabian Sea year-round, with seasonal movements to areas such as 

southwest India, Sri Lanka, and (historically) the Maldives. This unique restricted ecology 

makes the population particularly vulnerable to regional threats, including fisheries 

entanglement, vessel strikes, underwater noise, habitat degradation, and climate change. 

With an estimated population size of fewer than 100 individuals, the ASHW is considered 

‘Endangered’ on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. In response to the existing threats, 

a joint International Whaling Commission (IWC) - Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) 

initiative is developing a Conservation Management Plan (CMP) to guide coordinated, 

science-based management across Arabian Sea range states. The CMP prioritizes short, 

medium, and long-term objectives, emphasising threat mitigation, habitat protection, and 

stakeholder capacity building. This paper summarises the CMP’s background, development 

process, scientific foundations, and threat prioritisation, and provides a timeline for its 

anticipated endorsement, adoption and implementation in 2026 and beyond. 

 

Introduction 

The Arabian Sea humpback whale (ASHW) population has been genetically isolated for 

approximately 70,000 years (Pomilla et al., 2014), residing year-round in the Arabian Sea 

rather than undertaking annual migrations between high-latitude feeding grounds and low-

latitude breeding grounds (Mikhalev 1997, Minton et al. 2008, Minton et al. 2011). Its historical 

known range includes Oman, India, and Pakistan, with additional records from Iran, the 

Maldives, Sri Lanka, and the Arabian Gulf (Mikhalev, 1997, Minton et al., 2011). Photo-

identification, satellite telemetry, and acoustic studies from the past 25 years confirm that 

individuals are present off the coast of Oman year-round (e.g. Minton et al. 2010, Willson et 

al., 2018; Cerchio et al., 2018), with fewer than 100 individuals remaining there (Minton et al., 

2008) and evidence of continued decline (Cooke et al.  2024).  Although the population has 

been most intensely studied off the coast of Oman, acoustic studies and opportunistic 

sightings provided through citizen science provide strong evidence that ASHW are also still 

present off the coasts of India (Cerchio et al. 2018) and Pakistan (e.g. Moazzam and Nawaz 

2017, Moazzam et al. 2019, 2020, Mahanty et al. 2015, Madhusudhana et al. 2018, D'Souza 

et al. 2023) and possibly the Maldives (Anderson et al. 2022). Satellite telemetry data, 

opportunistic photographic matches, and similarity in recorded humpback whale song also 

indicate that individual whales move between the Arabian Sea coasts of Oman, India and Sri 

Lanka (Cerchio et al. 2023, Mahanty et al. 2015, Madhusudhana et al. 2018, Whitehead 1985) 

 

Evidence of the small population size and growing threats from entanglement in fishing gear 

and vessel strikes motivated the International Whaling Commission’s Scientific Committee to 

encourage the development of a regional Conservation Management Plan (CMP) in 2011 

(IWC 2012p. 25 section 10.2.2.2). In 2015, scientists and conservation organisations from the 
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region formed the Arabian Sea Whale Network (ASWN), an informal regional collaboration 

intended to facilitate exchange of information and expertise. ASHW are the network’s ‘flagship’ 

species, and many of the group’s actions over the past ten years have focused on 

conservation efforts for this endangered population. Although it has no formal legal status, 

over the past decade the ASWN has received intermittent support to compensate a part-time 

Coordinator and Communications Officer, which has helped to ensure continuing regional 

collaboration and momentum. 

 

To further support the efforts to develop a CMP and foster regional collaboration, the ASWN 

worked with the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) 

to draft a Concerted Action for ASHW which was adopted in 2017 and renewed in 2020 and 

2024. Here we provide a summary of the content, status, and timeline of the draft CMP which 

has been prepared for review and potential endorsement by the CMS and IWC in 2026.   

 

 
Figure 1: Current understanding of ASHW range and core habitats (adapted from Willson, 2020). 

 

 

Methods 

The preparation of the draft CMP has followed a collaborative and science-based approach. 

It has involved stakeholder engagement across 12 confirmed range states and a review of 

national legal frameworks to identify gaps in protection. Scientific knowledge on population 

status, threats, and habitat use has been synthesised from more than 25 years of research, 

and a structured risk assessment was carried out to prioritise threats according to their 

likelihood, severity, and feasibility of mitigation. In addition to multiple discussions in the IWC 

Scientific Committee, two dedicated workshops were held in Oman in 2022 and 2025.  Based 

on these foundations, the CMP document was drafted by the Coordinator of the ASWN, in 

https://arabianseawhalenetwork.org/
https://arabianseawhalenetwork.org/2022/11/30/workshop-in-oman-brings-stakeholders-together-to-discussion-conservation-managmeent-of-the-endangered-arabian-sea-humpback-whale/
https://arabianseawhalenetwork.org/2025/06/19/regional-collaboration-strengthens-conservation-efforts-for-arabian-sea-humpback-whales/
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collaboration with many ASWN members, the Secretariats of the IWC and CMS, and 

representatives of the IWC Scientific and Conservation Committees. At the end of June 2025, 

a draft was circulated to all ASWN members and to the CMS and IWC focal points in all ASHW 

range states with a request for their review and input.  Feedback was received from 

representatives of nine range states and integrated into a final draft, which has been submitted 

to the CMS as a document for the upcoming Conference of Parties (COP) in March 2026. 

 

 

 

Results 

 

The latest version of the draft CMP document, which incorporates input from multiple range 

state government representatives  as well as researchers and other ASWN members, has 

been submitted to the CMS, and is available online here.  In addition to a summary of the 

latest knowledge about the species’ distribution, biology, ecology, and conservation status, 

the document provides a detailed analysis of threats to the population, and the priority actions 

required to address those threats. 

 

Threats 

Multiple threats have been identified as major contributors to the population’s decline and/or 

prevention of recovery of the already depleted population. Fisheries entanglement in large-

mesh gillnets used in tuna and large pelagic fisheries poses the greatest risk, with 66% of 

whales showing scarring consistent with entanglement (Minton et al., 2022). Vessel strikes 

represent another significant concern due to the overlap of dense shipping routes with whale 

habitats (Willson et al., 2023). Additional threats include underwater noise from commercial 

shipping, seismic surveys, and coastal development; habitat degradation caused by port 

expansion, offshore infrastructure, and pollution; and the impacts of climate change, 

particularly shifts in monsoon dynamics that may alter prey availability (e.g. ESO 2022). 

 

 

Priority Action Categories 

To address these threats, the CMP identifies four priority action categories. Science (SCI) will 

focus on population surveys, tagging, acoustic monitoring, and health assessments to fill 

critical knowledge gaps. Threat Mitigation (THRT) actions will prioritise practical measures 

such as vessel speed management, gear modifications and bycatch reduction trials, and 

protection of critical habitats. Public Awareness and Capacity (PAC) actions will include 

training programmes, outreach campaigns, and citizen science initiatives. Finally, 

Coordination (COORD) will be achieved through the establishment of a regional steering 

committee, appointment of a CMP coordinator, and the development of reporting mechanisms.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1IWo83gKn2BEzdfFP4izgL03ADe2sALe5/view?usp=sharing
https://arabianseawhalenetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Oman-ASHW-Conservation-Management-Workshop-Final-Report_2023.02.22.pdf
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Timeline for review, endorsement, and implementation 

 

Preparation and Endorsement: 

● December 2025:  Review by CMS Scientific Council, which will provide written 

comments that will be submitted for information with the document to CMS Conference 

of Parties 

● March 2026:  Present document for (provisional) endorsement by CMS Conference of 

Parties, with the understanding that amendments may be made to document following 

IWC review. 

● April 2026:  Submit draft to IWC Scientific Committee for review and potential 

endorsement. 

● May-July 2026:  Integrate IWC Scientific Committee feedback, and, depending on how 

extensive changes are from the version reviewed by CMS, determine whether 

additional CMS consultative process is required. 

● September 2026:  Review by IWC Conservation Committee before Commission 

meeting. 

● September 2026:  Potential endorsement by IWC Commission meeting. 

● Late 2026/early 2027:  If needed, endorsement of (potentially) IWC-amended text by 

the CMS Standing Committee. 

 

Post endorsement: 

● Q4 2026: Establishment of the Steering committee and appointment of the Scientific 

Advisory Committee 

● January 2027: Appointment of a Coordinator 

● Q1 and Q2 2027: Fund-raising for implementation workshop 

● Q3 2027: Hosting of regional implementation workshop 

 

Discussion and relevance to the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) 

The CMP will provide a regional framework for addressing the multiple threats faced by 

ASHW, and its objectives align closely with the IOTC’s Resolution 23/06 on the Conservation 

of Cetaceans. Of particular relevance to WPEB is the proposed integration of enhanced 

cetacean bycatch monitoring into tuna fishery observer programmes, ensuring that 

interactions with whales are systematically documented and better understood. In addition, 

the CMP will provide a government-endorsed framework for stronger cooperation between 

fisheries management organisations, environmental agencies, and industry stakeholders, in 

order to implement effective whale protection measures. Finally, the CMP will encourage 

enhanced data sharing and coordination across range states to improve assessments of 

whale distribution, population status, and bycatch risk. Achieving these objectives will require 

sustained cross-boundary commitment, targeted funding, and, ideally, the integration of CMP 

measures into existing IOTC conservation and management frameworks. 

 

Of particular relevance to WPEB are the following CMP actions related to fisheries (see  Table 

4 of the full CMP document for more detail): 

● Monitor fishing effort in ASHW habitat using AIS, national fisheries statistics, and high-

resolution satellite imagery [this should include data from observer programmes 

submitted to the IOTC]. 

● Conduct regular risk assessments for whales’ interactions with fisheries (e.g. Hines et 

al., 2020). 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1IWo83gKn2BEzdfFP4izgL03ADe2sALe5/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1IWo83gKn2BEzdfFP4izgL03ADe2sALe5/view?usp=sharing
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● Conduct entanglement response workshops for relevant stakeholders in collaboration 

with the IWC. 

● Conduct trials of gear adaptations to reduce entanglement (e.g. subsurface gillnetting, 

or alternative gears like hooks and lines instead of gillnets). 

● Use outcomes of Bycatch risk analysis and trials to conduct simulations and work with 

fishers and managers to assess effectiveness and feasibility of different management 

options. 

● Implement and enforce existing and potentially new fisheries policies to reduce fishing 

effort using non-selective gears like gillnets through reduction of number of licenses, 

seasonal or area-based closures to reduce entanglement risk. 

● Conduct regular workshops to promote exchange of experience and expertise 

between researchers and government stakeholders as well as between scientists and 

managers in different range states.  

● Develop outreach materials for industry [including the fishing industry] that can be 

distributed electronically to increase awareness of voluntary (and hopefully eventually 

mandatory) mitigation measures. 

 

Conclusions & Recommendations 

The ASWH population is endangered and faces severe, overlapping threats, with fisheries 

bycatch representing one of the most urgent priorities for action. The development of a joint 

IWC-CMS Conservation Management Plan (CMP) provides a much-needed government-

endorsed framework for regional collaboration, integrating scientific research, threat 

mitigation, and governance mechanisms. For the IOTC, and particularly for the WPEB, the 

CMP offers a timely opportunity to align with existing commitments under Resolution 23/06 on 

the Conservation of Cetaceans. The WPEB is encouraged to note the CMP’s 

recommendations related to fisheries (listed above), and, if and when the CMP is endorsed, 

to work with relevant IOTC members to support their implementation. Furthermore, the IOTC 

is encouraged to promote and support the integration of bycatch monitoring and reduction 

measures into national tuna fishery management plans, and strengthen data collection 

through observer programmes. In addition, through its existing collaboration with the IWC, the 

Working Party can play a key role in facilitating collaboration across sectors, linking tuna 

fisheries with shipping, environmental management, and coastal development stakeholders 

to reduce cumulative pressures on this endangered population. By actively supporting 

implementation of the CMP, the WPEB and the IOTC can contribute to halting and potentially 

reversing the decline of the ASHW while simultaneously enhancing the sustainability and 

reputation of Indian Ocean tuna fisheries. 
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