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T
he Icelandic 
government has 
just announced its 
new whaling quotas: 

229 minke whales and 154 
Endangered fin whales will  
be harpooned each year for 
the next five years.

Iceland, Norway and 
Japan have made a mockery 
of the 1986 moratorium 
on commercial whaling for 
decades, using loopholes 
in the regulations of the 
International Whaling 
Commission to kill as  
many as they want.

But why do it? Why fly 
in the face of so much 
anger and opposition 
from the rest of the world 
and, indeed, from within 
their own countries?

It’s not because of a 
growing market for whale 
meat: demand is actually 
falling while stockpiles 
are growing. And it’s 
not for economic reasons: 
whaling is subsidised by 
the governments of Norway 
and Japan, while just one 
stubborn and, politically, very 
powerful whaler in Iceland 
stands to make any profit.

In truth, it’s more about 
patriotism plus, inevitably, 
some political point-scoring 
and surprisingly little to do 
with whales. It’s easy for 
governments to stomp about, 
defending national pride 
against unwelcome foreign 
pressure, over something as 
insignificant (on the world 
stage) as whaling. And this 
helps to explain why the more 
we put pressure on Iceland, 

Norway and Japan to stop, the 
less they are inclined to do so.

Whale watching must 
be the long-term solution. 
Worth $2 billion a year, and 
involving 3,300 operators in 
119 countries, it offers the 
alternative to the wastefulness 
of commercial whaling.

But even conservation 
groups can’t agree on how 
we persuade – or force – the 
last three whaling nations 
to swallow their pride. Their 
policies range from direct 
action and zero tolerance to 

leaving them alone in the 
hope that they’ll see the light. 
Nothing seems to work.

The irony is that if, instead 
of new quotas, Iceland had 
announced that it was going 
to stop whaling altogether,  
it would have been the toast  
of the world.
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❝Even conservation 
groups can’t agree 
on how we 
persuade the last 
three whaling 
nations to stop.”

Whale watching is 

better than hunting.

The politics of whaling

M
ark C

arw
ardine

Mark Carwardine is a zoologist, photographer, writer, 
conservationist and BBC TV presenter. 

 What percentage of  
badgers actually carry bTB?
A vaccination trial carried out in 
2006–2009 initially found that 53 
per cent of badgers were infected 
with bTB, but during the project 
other findings suggested a figure 
of 28 per cent. Infection rates of 
badgers killed in the Randomised 
Badger Culling Trial (RBCT) varied 
from as low as 1.6 per cent to 37.2 
per cent, with a mean of 15 per cent.

 Are badgers responsible for 
infecting cattle with bTB?
A paper published in 2013 said that, 
overall, badgers were responsible for 
about half the cases of bTB in cattle. 
Most transmissions, however, were 
cattle-to-cattle, with the initial vector 
being the badger, with 5.7 per cent 
as a result of badger-cattle contact.

 Will culling badgers definitely 
reduce levels of bTB in cattle?
Nobody knows for sure. This 
assertion is based on the results of 
the RBCT, which found that culling 
reduces bTB levels by 12–16 per cent 
over nine years. A recent scientific 
paper described these figures as 
“indicative” and said that “the actual 
result might differ markedly in either 
direction”. It’s also feared that the 
failure to cull 70 per cent of the 
badgers in the trial areas (see box, 
left) could increase levels of bTB. 

 Other badger culls have been 
carried out – what do they show?
A badger cull carried out in Ireland 
in 1997–2002 reported bTB 
declines in cattle averaging 58 per 
cent. For a number of reasons, the 
results of this trial were ruled out 
as being part of the evidence base 
for culling here – unlike the RBCT, 
for example, it did not have control 
zones where no culling took place. 

The Badger Trust says that similar 
declines in bTB were reported in 
Northern Ireland during the same 
time frame – but because no culling 
took place there, they must have 
been attributable to other factors.

 Is vaccinating badgers an 
economic alternative to culling?
It is hard to make cost comparisons. 
The pilot culls are said to have 
cost £1,000 per km2, but farmers 
haven’t released the actual figures. 
There have also been policing 
costs, but there is no consensus on 
whether these should be included 
in the calculation. The cost of 
cage-trapping and shooting, as 
used by the RBCT, was £3,800 per 
km2. The vaccination programme in 
Wales is estimated to cost £660 per 
badger. Brock Vaccination, a private 
consultancy, says that it vaccinates 
badgers for between £3,800 and 
£7,000 per km2. While the company 
works with conservation groups, 
farmers find these costs prohibitive.

 If the cull goes ahead, what  
is the most humane approach?
Opponents of the cull said that 
the anatomy and behaviour of 
badgers make them harder to 
shoot (uncaged) than foxes or deer. 
From a welfare angle, cage-trapping 
and shooting is regarded as better. 
An independent panel will report 
in early 2014 after analysing the 
carcasses of 240 badgers from the 
pilot culls to see where they were 
shot and how many shots were 
needed to kill them. In Ireland, a 
method of leg snares and shooting 
was used, but snaring is seen in 
some quarters as cruel. Defra has 
investigated the possibility of using 
gas to kill badgers in their setts, but 
it says that the prospect of gassing 
badgers is a long way off.
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Badgers can transmit bTB to 
cattle, but transmission rates 
between cattle are higher.
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