Investigating the sale of whale meat

-the "byproduct" of research whaling

— Supply, Price and Inventory —

by SAKUMA JUNKO

This article originally appeared in a newsletter released on January
12th which was published by a Japanese whale conservation NGO
called IKAN. It has been translated to English, and some new
information has been added thereafter.

It may seem odd that a whale conservation group is discussing
about the whaling issue from a “whale as a food  point of view.
However, it is crucial that we state now that the whale meat diet is
becoming more and more obsolete in Japan. The Japanese
government has long been blatantly portraying to the world that we
needed whale meat as a nation, but it must be challenged.
Unfortunately not many people know about this, and this is exactly
why this report has been compiled, and importantly, by Japanese
individuals.

With regard to the whaling issue, it is true that the notion the west
is disrespecting Japanese culture” is held strong by the public with
some degree of contempt, but it is also true that it is not like they
want to eat whale meat whatever the cost. Japanese people
culturally do not voice their opinions (of disagreement) openly. The
government has taken this to their advantage, and has been stating
that we need whale meat. However, the public has been quietly
expressing their opinion by choosing the option of “not buying.”
It took a while before their quiet voice to be manifested in the
statistics, but now, the figures are clear.
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1. An Increasing Catch

Research whaling in Japan started in place of commercial whaling, which came
to an end when Japan accepted the moratorium on commercial whaling
established by the International Whaling Commission. After catching whales for
the last time commercially, the whaling fleet returned home from the Antarctic
Ocean in April 1987. In November of the same year, a research whaling fleet set
off from Japan, and in April 1988 returned home with the first research whaling
catch. The catch consisted of 273 minke whales (plans called for catching 300).
This season, the fleet is scheduled to catch a record high 935 minke whales and
10 fin whales, meaning the scale of research whaling has expanded substantially.
The initial research plan submitted to the IWC annual meeting in 1987 proposed a
catch in the Antarctic Ocean of 875 whales (825 minke whales, 50 sperm whales),
but this was met with criticism and the count was lowered. The planned catch for
this season is actually higher than the figure retracted at that time. Research
whaling also started in the Northwest Pacific Ocean in 1994, and has been
gradually expanding in scale. For many years the Japanese government has
submitted bills at the IWC annual meeting requesting permission to catch 50
minke whales in the form of an emergency coastline catch limit, and every year
that request has been voted down. But, in actuality, that goal has already been
realized. The Japanese government argues that research whaling is not a problem
because Japan has that right as a member country under Article 8 of the
International Whaling Convention that it is all right as long as the government
submits a research plan to the IWC.

In terms of an overview, the Japanese government plans Japanese research
whaling, with actual research activities contracted to the Institute for Cetacean
Research (ICR). The ICR conducts research whaling with a fleet of whaling ships
from the company Kyodo Senpaku. A portion of the bodies of whales caught in
research whaling are set aside as research specimens, while products are made
from the remaining portion. The ICR determines the prices of these products, and
Kyodo Senpaku distributes them to wholesale markets in prefectures around
Japan. What amounts go to which markets is decided based on consumption
trends immediately before commercial whaling ended in 1987. Wholesale agents,
who distribute it to the markets, buy the whale meat.

Looking into trends in the whale meat prices decided by the ICR via news
reports and press releases reveals that prices have been lowered since 2000 for
the red meat portion used in sashimi and other dishes.

In that year research whaling operations in the Northwest Pacific Ocean began
to catch Byrde's whales in addition to minke whales. Sashimi-grade red meat from
Byrde's whales was priced at 3,760 yen per kilogram, but the wholesale price for
minke whale red meat was lowered by about nine percent to 2,980 yen per
kilogram. This pricing was likely based on the thought that Byrde's whale meat
has greater value than minke whale meat (will attract more buyers). Lowering
prices as much as possible is understandable in response to criticisms like the
price of whale meat is too high and it is already a luxury. However, Byrde's whale
meat was lowered in the next year to 2,900 yen,a decrease of over 22%.



Trends in Amounts of Whale Meat Stocked and Inventory Levels
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[ 2 ] Change in Whale Meat Inventory Levels (Moving Average)
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The following year, in 2002, it was reduced another 300 yen to the same price
as minke whale meat. In 2004 it was lowered again by 200 yen and in 2005 the
price was reduced another 450 yen. It was set at the same price as minke whale
meat, 1,950 yen. Meat from sei whales, which have been caught since the summer
of 2002, was more or less priced 200 yen higher than minke whale and Byrde' s
whale meat in its initial year. They apparently thought that even though Byrde' s
whale did not sell well at a high price sei whale would sell at a high price. But, the
price was lowered 200 yen to 2,600 yen the following year in 2003, bringing the
price in line with the two other types of meat. In 2004 all three varieties were
reduced to 2,400 yen, and in 2005, while minke whale and Byrde’ s whale were
reduced to 1,950 yen, sei whale was lowered an additional 50 yen to 1,900 yen.

[t would seem to be a mistake to place expectations on large species of whales.
Industry expectations are now apparently on meat from fin whales. We' |l see.

At the same time, prices for white portions (blubber, etc.) have not been
lowered as much as red meat, and for some areas, the price has even been raised.
There is fair demand for white portions, which may be because it has rarity or
scarcity value.

2. Has Whale Meat Stopped Selling

There has been talk that whale meat won’ t sell no matter how much the price
is lowered. Looking at statements by Fisheries Agency officials and others involved
in the industry like the ICR, there has been mention of whale meat not selling. There
was an article in the January 4, 2002 Asahi Shimbun (Western Edition) entitled
Whale Meat Left Unsold for First Time.”

This has reportedly been the case since research whaling started in 1987.
According to the article, a total of 1,873 tons of minke whale meat and blubber was
brought back by the Nisshin Maru fleet that left Japan in November 2000 and
returned in April 2001. Of that amount, 725 tons were distributed to prefectural
wholesale markets for sale, but even after the sales period had passed, 220 tons
remained unsold. This had not happened before, so for financial reasons, sales
were continued by having a private company (perhaps Kyodo Senpaku) buy up the
remaining amount. However, by the end of 2001 around 70 tons of meat had still
not sold.

As had normally been the case up to that point, the meat sold out in Hokkaido,
Yamaguchi Prefecture and Kyushu. But in Osaka, which had traditionally been the
nation’ s largest market, 21 tons out the 84 tons that had been distributed went
unsold.

In March 2002 a public opinion survey conducted by the Asahi Shimbun
included the question, “How often do you eat whale meat? (Select one response
from the choices below).” Four percent of respondents chose “l sometimes eat it,

and nine percent selected | eat it only infrequently,” while 53% chose “I
stopped eating it a while back,” and 33% selected “l don’ teatit” One percent
chose “Other/No response.”

Now, four years later, the only time one hears news of whale meat selling out is
when it is given away for free in whale soup at some event. Despite this there are
plans to substantially increase production. Really? Will the meat actually sell?
One is naturally suspicious.



[ 4] Balance sheet of ICR (about research whaling)
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Wholesale Price of whale red meat
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Article 8.2 of the International Whaling Convention, on which the Japanese
government bases its position, states: "Any whales taken under these special
permits shall so far as practicable be processed and the proceeds shall be dealt
with in accordance with directions issued by the Government by which the permit
was granted." (1) Which means you have to use the whale that you catch. Whale
meat going unsold means the Japanese government is in violation of Article 8 of
the convention, which is the section on which it bases the legitimacy of its
research whaling program. In addition, the cost of research whaling in Japan is
covered by sales of whale meat and national subsidies, so when whale does not
sell, research costs are not met and unsold meat has to be stored in freezers,
which incurs an additional cost. One could say that stockpiling whale meat
potentially threatens the continuation of research whaling.

*1. Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs website
http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/gaiko/whale/jhoyaku.html

While thinking it may be none of my business, | delved into the present state
of whale meat distribution using statistical data from the Ministry of Agriculture,

Forestry and Fisheries.
3. Market Inventory Starting to Increase

Statistical data compiled by the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
includes information on monthly amounts stocked and delivered and end-of-
month inventory levels for each principal product. The data covers monthly
stocking, delivery and inventory situations for 30 frozen items and six salt cured
items.

This data is turned into a booklet every year called the Marine Products
Distribution Yearbook, and since 2004 monthly data has been published on their
website. Figure 1 plots this data on a graph and covers amounts of whale stocked
and inventory levels from just before research whaling began to November 2005,
when the most recent data was put out. For reference purposes, this graph is
combined with a bar graph showing the amount of whale meat supplied by
research whaling.

Looking at Figure 1 shows that although inventory exceeded 13,000 tons at
the time commercial whaling was conducted, the amount supplied decreased
dramatically when research whaling commenced and the amount of inventory was
also gradually reduced. During this period of declining inventory, the price of
whale skyrocketed. “Increased production” of whale meat via research whaling
started in 1994. After notching a record low inventory of 673 tons in March
1998, inventory began to increase. Entering 2004 that upward trend in inventory
had acquired substantial strength. By the end of October 2005, market inventory
was 4,220 tons. This is about the same as the total amount supplied in recent
years by research whaling and dolphin and small whale operations.

Figure 2 looks at inventory data in terms of moving averages. A moving
average is a tool used to track fluctuations in stock prices and allows you to look
at overall trends. Figure 2 graphs average values over the past one year and
three year periods for each month.

In Figure 2, 12-month moving averages of inventory volume are shown
beginning in December 1988 because inventory data goes back to January 1987.
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For the same reason, three-month moving averages are shown beginning in 1990.
When graphed in this way, small month-to-month fluctuations are evened out and
the graph’s lines smooth out, allowing you to clearly see major trends.

What can be seen from plotting the data in this way is that from around 1995
to around 2000, inventory volumes were stable, showing almost no change. After
2000 the lines on the graph begin to move upward. The upward trend becomes
especially pronounced starting around the middle of 2004. Another point to note
is that the original data (monthly inventory volumes) contains higher figures than
the moving averages. This means that the trend toward increasing inventory is
strengthening.

4. How Much Will Market Inventory Increase

These facts makes one interested in finding out how much “research
byproduct” will be brought back by future research whaling expeditions.
Based on figures announced by the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
and the ICR, | calculated the amount of meat and skin products that can be taken
from one whale caught by research whaling. Minke whales from the southern
hemisphere (black minke whales) provide around 4.3 tons, minke whales from
Pacific Northwest waters, approximately 2.7 tons, and Byrde' s whales, about 9.9
tons. Minke whales in coastal research waters supply about 1.7 tons of red meat
and a total of 2.3 tons when including blubber. Given this, whales caught with fixed
nets likely provide about two tons each. Based on data for whale length and
weight found in the whale guide on IKAN' s website and data on whales for which
production volumes are known, | tentatively surmised that fin whales provide 30
tons and humpback whales, 21 tons. What is obtained from these calculations are
figures for annual supplies of whale meat produced by research whaling beginning
in 2006, which is represented by vertical bars in Figure 3. Approximately 6,400
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