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Fig. 2. Sightings of the four large cetaceans targeted in the ship based
survey in Greenland September 2005. On-effort sections of transect
lines (thick lines) are shown together with the sightings.
[4]=common minke whales, [1]=sei whales, [ ]=fin whales and
[;]=humpback whales.

Fig. 3. Effort and sightings of humpback whales inside Nuuk Fjord. The
polygon shows the stratum area used for extrapolating the density
estimate. 

Fig. 4. Sightings of blue whales [~], northern right whale [ ] and
unidentified large baleen whales [1]. 

Fig. 5. Sightings of sperm whales [\], pilot whales [1], white-sided
dolphins [4], white-beaked dolphins [ú], killer whales [0] and
unidentified beaked whale [ ]. 



in East Greenland (n=3,214 fin whales, CV=0.48) than in
South Greenland (i.e. Centralwest and Southwest, n=1,980
fin whales, CV=0.38). 

The detection function for the 18 sei whales sightings
alone (esw=978m) was very similar to the detection function
of the combined sightings of fin whales and sei whales
(esw=927m), except that the CV for the sei whales was
twice (0.20) the CV for the combined data set (0.10). It was
consequently decided to estimate the sei whale abundance
utilising both fin and sei whale distance estimates for
deriving a common detection function (Fig. 7 and Table 2,
c2 goodness-of-fit statistic not significant, p=0.62). The
largest abundance of sei whales was estimated in the
southernmost part of West Greenland (n=1,599 sei whales,
CV=0.42) and lower numbers were found in East Greenland
(n=763 sei whales, CV=0.47). 

Only 27 humpback whale sightings were available for
estimating the detection function (Fig. 8) and the 
detection function provided an esw of 622m (CV=0.15, c2

goodness-of-fit statistic not significant, p=0.72). Humpback
whales were seen in all strata except for North West
Greenland and the largest numbers were found in South
Greenland (n=944 humpback whales, CV=0.53) with 
lower numbers in East Greenland (n=347 humpback 
whales, CV=0.85, Table 2). A separate abundance estimate
was developed for Nuuk Fjord based on 106 n.miles 
zig-zag coverage of 4.3% of the area of the fjord complex
(Fig. 3) and 10 sightings of humpback whales which
revealed an abundance of 145 whales (CV=0.38). However,
all areas of the fjord were not evenly sampled and the
abundance therefore should be used with caution (see
Discussion).
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Only 12 common minke whales were sighted, including
sightings outside strata en routeto and from Iceland. This
low number does not provide sufficient data for a robust
estimation of the detection function (Fig. 9). This is also
reflected in the relatively large CV (0.25) for determination
of the esw(216m, c2 goodness-of-fit statistic not significant,
p=0.65). The low eswfor common minke whales probably
reflects the difficulty in detecting this species. Nevertheless
estimates of common minke whale abundance were
developed for the three areas where sightings occurred and
with effort in sea states of < Beaufort 3 (Fig. 10). The largest
numbers of common minke whales were in the southern part
of West Greenland (4,479 common minke whales,
CV=0.46) with fewer on the east coast (Table 2).

A total of 35 sightings of blows of unidentified large
baleen whales were recorded. In order to include these in
more complete abundance estimates, the sightings were
attributed to the three possible species (fin, humpback and
sei whales, Table 3). The unidentified blows were
apportioned to the six strata in proportion to the occurrence
of each species in each stratum and the associated distance
measurements were apportioned randomly to the three
species. Thus, both new encounter rate estimates and new
detection functions including variance estimates were
derived. The inclusion of unidentified sightings resulted in a
43% increase in the abundance estimate for fin whales in
West Greenland (raised to 2,824 fin whales, CV=0.38). The
sei whale abundance increased by 26% with a slightly
improved precision and the humpback whale abundance
estimate increased in West Greenland (by 16%) with lower
precision yet declined in East Greenland due to the change
in esw.
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Fig. 6. Detection function for fin whales grouped in 150m intervals
(n=45).

Fig. 7. Detection function for fin and sei whales combined grouped in
150m intervals (n=66).

Fig. 8. Detection function for humpback whales grouped in 200m
intervals (n=26).

Fig. 9. Detection function for common minke whales grouped in 50m
intervals (n=12).

Fig. 10. Survey transect lines (thin lines), realized survey effort (thick
lines) in Beaufort sea state <3 and common minke whale sightings. 



DISCUSSION

Biases and problems with survey design
The sampling design used in this survey was not optimal for
a cetacean survey and the realised survey effort was
restricted by inclement weather conditions. It can
specifically be argued that the South West strata in West
Greenland had particularly uneven and poor coverage and
that transect lines running parallel to the coast might follow
density gradients of whales. One option is to eliminate the
part of South West strata with poor coverage from the
abundance estimates which reduces the abundance to about
2/3 for both estimates based on identified blows and those
where unidentified blows were apportioned to species and
strata (Table 4). This, however, leaves a large uncovered
area in West Greenland where there are high densities of
whales.

One option for eliminating the potential problem of
transects running parallel to the coast is to include only east-
west transects in the abundance estimates. However, this
does not have a major impact on the abundance estimates, as
a recalculation with only east-west transects only slightly
changed the abundance estimates (Table 4). This is probably
due to the fact that the bathymetry in West Greenland does
not follow simple east-west gradients but is characterised by
deep trenches with intersecting banks (Fig. 1). In addition,
the distribution of whales is not a simple function of
bathymetry in this region but rather is determined by
complex oceanographic features, including areas of
upwelling that potentially can be found in many areas across
several strata.

The estimate of 145 humpback whales in the Nuuk Fjord
alone initially seems high. Clearly the ship-based survey did
not provide random or uniform coverage of the entire fjord
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complex. Only about one fifth of the fjord was sampled and
the density was extrapolated to other unsurveyed parts of the
fjord under the unproven assumption of uniform density. If
the estimated density is only applied to the sampled area
then a conservative estimate of 29 whales, three times the
number of sightings, is obtained. This however leaves 80%
of the area without an abundance estimate. Satellite tracking
studies and local observations demonstrate that humpback
whales use the entire Nuuk Fjord as delineated by the
stratum (Heide-Jørgensen and Laidre, 2007), (Fig. 3, GINR
unpublished data), and therefore it is not unreasonable to
extrapolate samples collected in the northern part of the
mouth and in two fjord arms to the entire area shown in Fig.
3. In any case, the estimate from the Nuuk Fjord only
contributes ~10% of the total abundance estimate for
humpback whales in West Greenland.

Many sightings of large baleen whales could not be
assigned to a species. If these 35 undetermined sightings
were included in the abundance estimates in proportion to
the correctly identified sightings of the four target species,
then the abundance estimates increase as much as 43% for
fin whales (resulting in a revised estimate of 2,824 fin
whales, 95% CI=1,346-5,925). Similarly the abundance
estimates for sei and humpback whales increase by 26% and
16%, respectively (Table 4).

All the abundance estimates presented in this manuscript
are likely negatively biased for at least two reasons. First, no
corrections have been made for whales submerged during
the passage of the survey vessel or whales missed by the
observers. This may be less of a problem for fin and sei
whales, which can be seen at long distances from the vessel,
but is certainly of concern for common minke whales, which
are smaller and less conspicuous. Common minke whales in
West Greenland are hunted intensively and considering the
skittish behaviour of common minke whales in West
Greenland, attraction to ships seems unlikely. The issue of
ship avoidance (Palka and Hammond, 2001) was not
addressed in this study. Secondly, the survey did not 
cover the entire stock area used by any of the whales in
either East or West Greenland. The survey covered the
banks of both areas, but whales were sighted at the
borderlines of several strata indicating a connection to a
larger unsurveyed area. 

Abundance of fin whales
No fin whales were sighted in the northern survey strata
(North West and in Disko Bay) despite good conditions and
considerable effort. Fin whales have frequently been
observed in these areas (Heide-Jørgensen et al., 2003;
Kapel, 1979;1984;1985; Kapel and Larsen, 1982;1983;
Larsen, 1981) and the lack of sightings might be due to the
late seasonal coverage. Fin whales were however estimated
to occur in large numbers in Central West (1,263) and South
West Greenland (1,562) as well as in East Greenland
(3,917). The survey in East Greenland only covered parts of
the distribution of fin whales between the coast and Iceland,
where an estimated abundance of 24,000 fin whales was
obtained in 2001 (Víkingsson et al., In Press). The
abundance of fin whales in West Greenland (1,980 95%
CI=913-4,296) estimated by using only identified blows was
larger, although not significantly higher, than the estimate
from the aerial surveys in 1987 and 1988 (IWC, 1992) and
lower than the estimate from the 2005 autumn aerial survey
accepted by the IWC Scientific Committee (Heide-
Jørgensen et al., 2007; IWC, In press) of 3,200 (95% CI
1,400-7,200).

Abundance of sei whales
The high number of sightings and high abundance of sei
whales in West Greenland was somewhat surprising. Sei
whales are traditionally believed to occupy more southern
areas of the North Atlantic (Cattanach et al., 1993) and have
not been found often in West Greenland. Kapel (1985)
summarised observations and catches of sei whales in West
Greenland waters in the 18th, 19th and 20th Centuries. The
first confirmed sighting of a sei whale in Greenland was
from Norwegian catches in 1924. During 1924-57, 18 sei
whales were confirmed caught and a similar number of
catches are unconfirmed, of which only four seem to be
plausible sei whales. Kapel (1985) report that the erratic
occurrence of sei whales in West Greenland waters may be
related to the sea surface temperature, especially the influx
of warm Irminger water to the southern part of Davis Strait.
In 2005 the warmest sea surface temperatures were observed
in West Greenland since 1876 (GINR unpublished data), and
these warm temperatures may be related to the large
abundance of sei whales in the area.

Abundance of humpback whales
An estimated abundance of 1,306 humpback whales
(CV=0.42, 95% CI=570-2,989) from identified blows in
West Greenland and 347 humpback whales in East
Greenland (CV=0.85, 95% CI=48-2,515) is approximately
three times larger than any previous estimates of this species
in Greenland waters. Photo-ID surveys of humpback whales
conducted off West Greenland during the 1990s resulted in
an estimate of 360 humpback whales (CV=0.07) in West
Greenland in summer (Larsen and Hammond, 2004). At that
time three concentration areas were identified: an area off
Nuuk, an area at approximately 63°30’N, and an area off
Paamiut. This survey did not intensely cover any of these
three areas, yet still resulted in a significantly larger
abundance estimate than in the past, suggesting the present
estimates may even be low. This survey covered a wider
range of the humpback whale distribution in West
Greenland than any previous surveys and thus has a more
complete, although less intense, coverage of the humpback
whale distribution in West Greenland. The long-distance
movements and broad use of the West Greenland coast has
recently been revealed by satellite tracking studies (Heide-
Jørgensen and Laidre, 2007), suggesting humpback whales
use a large area of West Greenland and have a broad
distribution. Part of the difference in present and past
abundances of humpback whales may be explained by a
growth in the abundance of humpback whales in West
Greenland, which is not unreasonable to assume given
observations in other areas of the North Atlantic.
Sigurjónsson and Gunnlaugsson (1990) observed an
increase in humpback whale numbers around Iceland of
11.2% per annum between 1970 and 1988. Pike et al. (2005)
observed an even higher growth rate for humpback whales
around Iceland from the North Atlantic Sighting Surveys
(NASS). Based on an assumed growth of 10% per year since
1990 and a presumed abundance of 500 humpback whales in
West Greenland in 1990, a present-day (2005) abundance
should be on the order of approximately 2,000 whales. This
is within the confidence limits of the present abundance
estimates. 

Abundance of common minke whales
The relatively low number of sightings of common minke
whales severely reduced the precision of the abundance
estimates in this study. Estimation of a detection function
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was only possible through inclusion of sightings en routeto
and from Iceland. The variance on the common minke whale
abundance estimates was very high, but it is important to
note that correction for whales that were submerged during
the passage of the survey platform and whales missed by the
observers would raise the lower confidence limit of the
estimate substantially.

One option for improving the accuracy of the common
minke whale estimate is to use a correction factor for whales
missed by the observer (g(0)) developed in a different
survey. Øien (1990) used a double platform design to
estimate g(0) in an area west of Svalbard, where common
minke whales occur in high densities. A large proportion of
the common minke whale sightings were missed by the
primary platform (g(0)=0.56, SE=0.07) and applying this
correction factor gives a partially corrected abundance
estimate for West Greenland of 7,998 common minke 
whale (CV=0.47, 95% CI=3,048-20,988). The g(0) 
estimate was developed on a different survey platform 
with different observers and in an area with high 
densities of common minke whales where whale spotters
presumably are more efficient (Øien, 1990). In addition, 
the correction does not include whales that were diving
during the passage of the survey platform. In any case we
believe that the corrected estimate probably provides an
abundance estimate that is closer to the actual abundance of
common minke whales in West Greenland in late 
autumn 2005. These estimates are not sufficiently different
from the estimate accepted by the IWC Scientific
Committee from an autumn 2005 aerial survey (Heide-
Jørgensen et al., 2007; IWC, In press) of 10,800 (95% CI
3,600-32,400).

Few sightings of common minke whales were made 
on the offshore banks of West Greenland, an area 
where they used to be frequently encountered (Kapel 
and Larsen, 1982). There has been no hunting of 
common minke whales in this offshore area since
the ban on commercial whaling in 1985 and the lack of
whales in this region cannot be attributed to harvest. 
It is well known that common minke whales travel
extensively, and recent satellite tracking studies off 
Iceland show that this species can move 1,000km in just two
months, reaching the Cape Verdes Isles from Icelandic
waters in just 60 days. It is highly possible that common
minke whales inhabiting Greenlandic waters are a
temporary population that move in and out of important
areas, as observed in Iceland (Heide-Jørgensen et al., 2001;
Víkingsson and Heide-Jørgensen, 2005). This makes it
difficult to relate the present abundance estimate to any
actual stock size. 

Other species
Species diversity in cetacean sightings was much higher in
East Greenland but abundance estimates could not be
derived for all species. One northern right whale was sighted
east of Greenland in an area slightly north and east of the
whaling ground known by the whalers as the ‘Cape Farewell
whaling ground’ used by American whalers during 1868-98
for finding right whales (Reeves and Mitchell, 1986). This is
also the area where right whales have been sighted in recent
years (Reeves et al., 2004). Few odontocete whales were
seen in West Greenland, these fish eaters seem to be sighted
more typically in East Greenland in contrast to the many
baleen whales sighted feeding on zooplankton in West
Greenland.

CONCLUSIONS

The ship-based survey presented here provides a somewhat
sporadic effort along East and especially South West
Greenland. In some cases the patchy effort also leads to
questionable extrapolations of densities to unsurveyed areas.
The survey however provides insight into what can be
accomplished by a ship-based cetacean survey effort in
Greenland.

The abundance estimates for large cetaceans obtained
during this survey are in some cases larger than expected
and confirm that the waters of Greenland support large
numbers of baleen whales during this season. The extensive
ship survey coverage, coupled with the verification of high
numbers of sightings and large group sizes by a concurrent
aerial survey (Heide-Jørgensen et al., 2007), suggest
abundances are considerably larger than previously
reported. 

This survey was conducted late in the season. No whales
were seen in the northernmost strata along West Greenland
and only humpback whales were sighted in Disko Bay.
Presumably most large whales were on their southbound
exodus from Greenland by September (Heide-Jørgensen et
al., 2001; Víkingsson and Heide-Jørgensen, 2005) and this
may have resulted in a reduced abundance relative to that
which would have been estimated earlier in the summer. 
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