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the wild lives that go on around them. 
As evidence, he points to the plight of

marine fishes in Canadian territorial
waters. In recent years, scientists working
under the aegis of COSEWIC have iden-
tified 39 species that are in urgent need 
of protection mainly due to overfishing.
To date, the federal government (which
receives the scientific recommendations
from COSEWIC and says “yea” or “nay”
to them) has agreed to keep a watchful
eye on three of these candidates but has
granted full protection to only one, the
North Pacific basking shark, a population
that is not of commercial interest.
Although decisions on several files are
pending, a number of species have been
turned down flat, including the critically
diminished porbeagle shark — denied
listing to safeguard the income of eight
fishermen — and the Atlantic northern

cod, which, as of spring, is endangered
over a larger expanse of Canadian waters
than ever before.

The government has been able to evade
its duty in these cases, says Hutchings,
“because there are no significant political
costs to making bad fisheries-management
decisions. But there are perceived short-
term political benefits to not taking
meaningful conservation actions on com-
mercially exploited fishes.” An engaged
public, Hutchings believes, is the only
force that can call the politicians to 
attention and reverse the losses.

As the second largest country in the
world, with unparalleled natural riches,
Canada has both an opportunity and a
responsibility to lead the way in protect-
ing biodiversity. The eyes of the world are
on us. The question is, Is “Team Canada”
up for a real Olympic-sized challenge?

Candace Savage

P R O C R E A T I O N

IS THAT THE RIGHT
WHALE?

While using DNA collected with a
crossbow and modified arrows to

create a family tree of the North Atlantic
right whale, biologist Timothy Frasier
discovered that two mothers had switched
and raised each other’s calves, the first
confirmed case of double adoption in 
the critically endangered species.

Frasier, a professor at Saint Mary’s
University in Halifax, made the discovery
while trying to match the genetic 
profiles of whales whose tissue samples
are stored in a DNA bank at Trent
University in Peterborough, Ont., with
photo-identification data from Boston’s
New England Aquarium. There are only
about 450 North Atlantic right whales
left in the world, and scientists have been
studying the animals for 30 years in an
effort to determine why the population
— threatened by ship collisions and low
birth rates — has not recovered from
whaling as other species have.

Little is known about the reproductive
habits of right whales, but Frasier specu-
lates that the calves were born during a
terrible storm off the coast of Georgia or

Florida more than two decades ago. 
The calves were likely unable to stay in
close contact with their mothers and
ended up bonding with the wrong female.

“You don’t expect that in nature,” says
Frasier. “Whales have pretty low repro-
ductive rates, so each offspring means a
lot. There’s no real reason to raise an 
offspring that’s not yours.”

Like many species, a right whale 
typically ignores any young that is not its
own, and a nursing calf will die if it is sep-
arated from its mother. There have been
cases of bottlenose dolphin and polar bear
adoption, but Frasier doesn’t know of any
other instance in which two newborns
were accidentally switched at birth.

The switch doesn’t appear to have
affected these lucky whale calves: they are
now 23 years old and producing their own
offspring. Which raises a lot of questions
about their reproductive habits and how
quickly a mother and her young bond.

“People get lulled into this idea that we
really understand what’s going on with
North Atlantic right whales,” says Frasier,
“but every once in a while, we find these
little quirks. It’s an important reminder
that we have a long way to go and of just
how valuable these long-term studies are.”
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Discovery
Every North Atlantic right whale calf
(BELOW) counts. The Vancouver Island mar-
mot (BELOW LEFT) is also in “tough shape.” 


