A publication by:

NORTHWEST WILDLIFE PRESERVATION SOCIETY
Blue Whale
Balaenopters musculus
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By Karen Worthington
Blue whales are the largest animals are Earth and the largest creatures to have ever existed (more than twice the size of
the largest dinosaur). The largest known blue whale was a female weighing in at 181 metric tons (400,000 pounds). Blue
whales hearts are the size of a small car and their tongues alone can weigh nearly as much as an elephant! Blue whales
do not have teeth but rather long plates of baleen which they use to feed on some of the smallest creatures in the oceans,
plankton and krill. They live in all oceans of the world and can live up to 80 years of age. Due to severe hunting practices
by whalers in the early 1900’s, the blue whale is on the endangered species list with an uncertain future.

Characteristics
The Blue whale is very streamlined and slender, with a small rounded dorsal fin located about three-quarters of the way
along the back. The tail flukes are large and notched, and flippers are slender and pointed. They have a darkish blue-grey
mottled skin color and a pale underside that often gets a sulphur yellow hue to it due to algae. They have 55-88 throat
grooves that extend while feeding and have about 540-790 coarse black baleen plates each about 1 meter (3.3 feet) in
length in their mouths instead of teeth. Known as the giants of the sea, blue whales can reach lengths of 30 to 37 meters
(100 to 120 feet) long, have a girth of 14 meters (45 feet) and weigh on average between 90 and 136 metric tons (200,000
to 300,000 pounds). In comparison, an elephant can weigh up to 6 metric tons (15,000 pounds). Females are often larger
than males - an adaptation enabling a mother to cope with the physical demands of calving and nursing.
As the blue whale’s body is supported by water, and not bones, and has a large supply of food available, this has made it
possible for this species to reach such enormous sizes. An animal of this size on land would need a serious weight
supporting bone structure - otherwise it would be crushed by its own weight.
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The blue whale has two blow holes (large enough for a small child to crawl through) and when they blow at the oceans
surface, spray can reach 9 meters (30 feet) into the air and can be seen and heard for miles. When seen from a distance,
blue whales swimming or resting just below the surface of the ocean appear to be large sandbars. Blue whales are
capable of sustaining speeds of 9 to 18 km/hr while traveling or foraging for food, and have been known to be able to sprint
as fast as 37 km/hr.
Carl Linnaeus classified the blue whale in 1758, calling it Balaenoptera musculus, meaning “Little Mouse”. It is thought that
Carl had a good laugh at the irony of the name.

Habitat & Behaviour
Blue whales live throughout all of the oceans of the world. They cover thousands of kilometers every year as they migrate
to polar waters in the summer and to tropical-to-temperate waters during winter to mate and give birth to calves. They do
not frequent coastal waters except in polar regions, where sometimes they can get trapped by ice.
As blue whales do not have teeth, they eat tiny plankton, which is filtered through their baleen plates. When they feed,
large volumes of food and water are taken into their mouth as the throat grooves expand. When they close their mouth
water is expelled through the baleen plates, and food is trapped on the inside near their tongue to be swallowed. Trapped
plankton may include small shrimp like creatures called krill (euphausiids) or small crustaceans called copepods and has
also been known to include pelagic red crabs. In the summer, the blue whale gorges itself, and can consume an amazing
3.6 metric tons (8,000 pounds) or more of food each day. It is estimated to fill a blue whale’s stomach it takes
approximately 1 metric ton (2,200 pounds) of food.

Lifecycle
Because blue whales do not have teeth (which can be used to estimate age in other mammals), it is difficult to tell how old
blue whales are when they die. It is believed they live past 50 years old and possibly up to 80 years or more.
Blue whales reach sexual maturity between 6 and10 years old, and a female will give birth every 2-3 years. After about a
12 month gestation period, a new born can be up to 8 meters (27 feet) long, and weigh more than a rhino at 2.7 metric tons
(6,000 pounds). Calves will form a very close bond with their mother, and will nurse for approximately a year before being
weaned. During the nursing period, calves may consume 379 liters (100 gallons) of milk and gain 90 kg (200 pounds) per
day. This is equivalent of a human gaining 3.6 kg (8 pounds) an hour and growing 4 cm in height a day!
Blue whales are usually found either in pairs (as in mother and calf), in small groups, or as a solitary animal, but they have
been found to congregate in larger numbers of 50 to 60 in feeding grounds. As a rule, they do not dive too deeply - a
maximum of 200 meters (650 feet).
It is generally thought that blue whales have excellent hearing, which is valuable in the dark ocean environment where
vision is less useful. The sounds they make travels through hundreds of kilometers of ocean to communicate to other
whales. These sounds range from deep low frequency rumbling sounds, which can be felt as much as heard, to moans,
pulses, clicks, rasps and buzzes. Blue whales are actually considered to be among the loudest mammals in the world.
In addition to making sounds to communicate, they have been seen to breach (jump high out of the water and slap loudly
onto the water as they come down) and lobtail (stick their tail out of the water, swing it around, and then slap it on the
water).

Threats
By 1966 when Blue Whales received global protection only a century after it became the most hunted creature on Earth,
over a third of a million blue whales had been slaughtered for oil, meat, and apparel materials (for corset stays, umbrella
ribs, buggy whips etc.). Prior to 1868, the blue whale was safe from early whalers as the whalers did not have the means
to hunt this large whale. But with the invention of the exploding harpoon gun in 1868, the whaling industry took off. The
slaughter peaked in 1931 when over 29,000 blue whales were killed in one season. After 1931 blue whales became so
scarce that the whalers turned to other species. The largest creature in existence had almost left the planet forever. The
International Whaling Commission (IWC) banned all hunting of blue whales in 1966 and gave them worldwide protection.
Blue whales are currently listed as an endangered species. Presently there are an estimated 5-7,000 blue whales in the
southern hemisphere, and only around 3-4,000 in the northern hemisphere. Pre-whaling estimates were over 350,000
whales.
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Blue whale populations are also effected by pollution, ship strikes, or entanglement in fishing gear. Natural predators are
only pods of orcas.
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