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Our relationships with marine mammals are complex. We have used them as resources, and in
some places this remains the case; viewed them as competitors and culled them (again ongoing in
some localities); been so captivated and intrigued that we have taken them into captivity for our
entertainment; and developed a lucrative eco-tourism activity focused on them in many nations
(Brakes and Simmonds, 2011). In fact, the history and even the economic success of many maritime
nations has been intimately intertwined with exploitation of marine mammals. In the United
Kingdom, for example, stranded cetaceans were once used opportunistically for food, and this
later developed into organized hunting, with the value of cetaceans recognized in 1,324 when a
statute was enacted giving the English sovereign qualiﬁed rights to stranded and captured animals
(Simmonds, 2011). The Scottish crown quickly moved to claim the same rights. Later, British
interests moved from a focus on whale meat to whale oil and land stations and far-seas whaling
followed. Ultimately, it was whale oil that helped to light the streets and factories of the industrial
revolution and lubricate its machines. Britain was, of course, far from being alone in mining the
whales for their oil and, come the twentieth century, as whale stocks dwindled, the UK was one of
the founding member nations of the International Whaling Commission (IWC).
When we ﬁrst envisaged this special topic, we had two overarching aims. Firstly, we hoped
to generate critical evaluation of some of our relationships with these animals and, secondly, we
hoped to attract knowledgeable commentators and experts who might not traditionally publish in
the peer-reviewed literature. We were also asking ourselves a question about what responsibility
humankind might have to marine mammals, on our rapidly changing planet. Readers will judge
our success for themselves, from the papers in this special issue, which cover;
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“Aquatic bushmeat”—consumption in developing parts of the world;
Bycatch—Gulf of Guinea;
The recent evolution of the IWC;
Welfare concerns relating to seal shooting—Scotland;
Dolphin harassment—Gulf of Mexico;
The welfare implications of marine debris for pinnipeds;
“Small Type Coastal Whaling” and whaling policy—Japan; and
The conservation implications of cetacean culture.

These are diverse, and challenging topics, although there are, of course, others that could have
been addressed. Notable omissions might include consideration of marine noise pollution (e.g.,
Simmonds et al., 2014); chemical pollution (as recently highlighted by Jepson and Law, 2016)
and more discussion of the various ongoing hunts of cetaceans and seals (e.g., Butterworth and
Richardson, 2013; Butterworth et al., 2013; Butterworth, 2014; Simmonds and Corkeron, 2016)
which currently take place in coastal and international waters.

Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org

June 2017 | Volume 4 | Article 183] 

Butterworth and Simmonds

Powered by oil and gas, electricity, plastics and steel, the
aeroplane, the car, and the gun, human inﬂuence, and creeping
tentacles of human population growth can now be felt across
the entire surface of the planet. The United Nations (United
Nations, 2015) estimate that the global human population will
reach 10.1 bn in 2100. Increasingly, the world’s people live in
cities; Osaka, Karachi, Jakarta, Mumbai, Shanghai, Manila, Seoul,
Beijing, Mexico City, São Paulo, New York, Lagos, Los Angeles,
and Cairo each now have close to or more than 20 million
people. Delhi and Tokyo are forecast to reach 40 million people
within the next decade. Humans and their cities need food and
fuel, and spread across coastal land. Human wastes are driving
climate change, ocean pollution (including marine debris), and
air pollution. Even if population growth slows, humankind and
its mark on the planet and its animals is already deeply scored
into the surface of the earth, and will be for a long, geologically
long, time.
The science of marine mammal–human interaction and
marine mammal welfare is starting to enter the political arena at a
high level. At its 65th meeting, in 2014, the IWC agreed to direct
a programme of work to address human activities which can
adversely aﬀect cetacean welfare; including the welfare concerns
that arise when large whales become entangled in ﬁshing gear and
to work on the methods used to euthanize stranded whales and
the eﬀectiveness of those methods. We attended the ﬁrst IWC
workshop (May 2016), which had a sole focus of considering nonwhaling welfare issues (IWC, 2017). There is clearly a growing
interest in marine mammals and human interactions.
Historically there has been an understandable focus on
the eﬀects of negative human marine mammal interactions.
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However, positive experiences and states are now recognized
to be (at least) as important as negative states in their
contribution to overall animal well-being. Marine mammal
science is starting to include elements of not just the physical
aspects of the animals life (injury, environmental change,
pollution, noise) but also the mental state of the animal,
whether the animal can express a range of “normal” behaviors,
and whether the animal can fulﬁll its essential nature or
“telos.”
The answer to the question; can, or should, humans have
responsibility for the lives of marine mammals when they are
aﬀected by the activity of mankind?—is, in our opinion, “yes”—
and the logical progression from this question is to direct research
and eﬀort to understand and optimize the actions, reactions, and
responses that mankind may be able to take. We hope that the
papers in this special issue bring some illumination to a small
selection of topics under this much wider topic area, and prove
to be informative and stimulating.
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