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The approval from MITI required for most whale imports is as follows.  Importation from
Brazil, Norway, Peru, Republic of Korea, Spain and Russia must be approved by both the JFA
and MITI (Import Annotations 60/256, 60/24, 4/21, 9/13; Import Notice 2).  Brazil, Norway,
Peru, Republic of Korea, Spain, Russia were all once exporters of whale meat to Japan.  For
importation from IWC member countries other than Brazil, Norway, Peru, Republic of Korea,
Spain or Russia, approval from MITI is required (Import Annotations 55/58, 56/11, 60/26).  For
non-IWC member countries, import will not be granted in accordance with practices agreed to
by the IWC (Import Annotations 54/10).

Figure 4
Label for whale products from research whaling
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Figure 5
Japan's import regulations by species of cetacean
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Figure 6
Regulations governing import of whale products in Japan:
Import approval by exporting countries  
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Discussion and conclusions

TRAFFIC East Asia has examined the current status of commercial trade in whale products
within Japan.  In particular, analysis of trends in consumption (both volumes and prices) and of
long-time stocks of whale products was carried out in some detail.  Japan's domestic regulatory
framework was also examined.

Consumption of whale meat

There are currently five legal sources of supply for whale products (including whales, dolphins
and porpoises) in Japan: scientific (research) whaling, small-type coastal whaling, drive and
hand harpoon fisheries, incidental take and strandings, and long-time stocks.  In the past,
'dolphin' products (i.e. from small cetaceans) comprised a substantially different market from
'whale' products, but market research by TRAFFIC found dolphin products on sale in major
urban centers. The halt in commercial whaling appears to have resulted in demand for 'dolphin'
products as a substitute for 'whale' products.

Overall, Japan’s frozen stocks of whale products have steadily decreased over the years.  At the
end of March each year, Japan had 22 157 tons of frozen stocks of whale products in 1980, 10
786 tons in 1987, 2 042 tons in 1992 and 1 121 tons in 1997 (Anon., 1976~1997).  Judging from
annual supply figures and trends in stocks, whale products consumption (including species not
covered under the IWC moratorium) appears to have been in the range of 3000~4000 tons
annually for the four-year period 1995-1998.

Trends in whale meat prices

TRAFFIC found a logarithmic function that shows a significant fit with the trends in prices (see
Trends in whale meat prices section). The function estimates equilibrium prices at the
wholesale market level, for a given quantity supplied that year.  For example, a 1% increase
(decrease) in whale meat supply would result in a 0.34% fall (rise) in its transaction price at the
wholesale market level.

The supply of fisheries products such as whale meat, unlike that of manufactured products,
often is not elastic (i.e., responsive) to price changes.  That means that supply curves are vertical
rather than upward sloping, and shift horizontally to reflect changes in number of whales caught
for a given year.  Assuming that supply curves have been vertical and demand conditions were
fairly unchanged during a sample period, the function can also be interpreted as the market
demand function.

However, this assumption might not hold.  It is possible that changes in demand conditions have
shifted demand curves over the years.  One example of how demand conditions might have
changed over the years is the reduction in overall consumption of fisheries products by Japanese
households nowadays compared to 20 years ago (Anon., 1977~1998).  This analytical
uncertainty must be kept in mind when interpreting the results.

The technical and economic feasibility of long-term storage

It appears that, despite some technical difficulties, whale meat could be stored for more than ten
years without damaging its taste or flavor too much. However, deciding objectively how long
whale meat could be stored would be an exceptionally difficult task.  Research would be time-
consuming and no standard universal measures of freshness, taste, or flavor exist.
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The economic feasibility of long-term storage was examined using a standard economic
framework (see Economic feasibility of long-term storage section) and was found to be
possible.  However, perfectly rational inter-temporal choice is hard to come by, not least
because people are not so forward-looking as economic theory suggests.  While it is possible
that long-term storage of whale meat is economically a rational behavior, it is also worth noting
that the two wholesalers with Fin Whale stocks said that they were holding old stocks for
cultural reasons, rather than for profit concerns.  They are keen on preserving the legacy of what
they see as an important part of Japanese culture, and they also stressed that there was an
element of pride linked to dealing in the meat.

The regulation of international trade

Import of most whale products is specifically regulated under Japan’s Decree of Import Trade
Control. Import must first be approved by the Ministry of International Trade and Industry
(MITI) before standard CITES import procedures begin.  Any importation that threatens the
conservation efforts carried out by the IWC will be denied (Anon., 1991a).  Under current
Japanese policy, the government will allow imports only from trade between IWC member
countries (see International trade section).

No specific regulations are in place to regulate whale products trade within Japan.  However, in
cases where smuggling is proven to have taken place, the Customs Law and the Foreign
Exchange Control Law of Japan can be enforced to prosecute smugglers. These laws can be
applied even when the products have already crossed national boundaries and have been traded
or stored within the country for some time.

The listing proposals for stocks of minke whales put forward for consideration at CITES COP11
by the Japanese Government state, “Imported products will (also) be subject to a DNA
monitoring and control system in order to prevent possible illegal trade”(Anon., 1999b).
Currently, Customs officers cross-check import applications with DNA techniques when they
feel it necessary.  Sampling is discretionary and is done for the purpose of confirming the
authenticity of permit information on the species origin of given whale products.

Monitoring and regulation of the domestic market

CITES Decision 10.40 (b) encourages all member countries to “collect and inventory skin or
meat samples for DNA identification” for “all frozen whale parts and derivatives possessed in
commercial quantities.”  Decision 10.41 (c) urges all countries concerned to “collect and
inventory skin or meat samples for DNA identification,” from baleen whales “taken incidentally
to other fishing operations, and if any specimens from these whales will be entered into
commerce.”    

In addition, the supporting statements to the Japanese Government's proposals to transfer
various whale stocks from Appendix I to Appendix II state that precautionary measures are
fulfilled through national conservation and management measures and establishment of a trade
control system based on DNA analysis techniques.

It is technically possible to identify the species by employing DNA analysis techniques, as was
done by TRAFFIC in 1997 (Phipps et al, 1998) and by other organizations and agencies (JFA,
1997; Baker et al, 1996, 1996b, 1999).  However, previous TRAFFIC reports have highlighted
some of the potential problems in effective monitoring of the commercial trade in whale
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products using DNA analysis in a complex multi-species market such as Japan's (Mills et al,
1997; Phipps et al, 1998). Work done by TRAFFIC in Japan has identified shortcomings in the
current domestic management system's ability to distinguish between legal and illegal whale
meat in the marketplace as inclusion of samples from frozen stocks, incidental catch and
strandings in the register is not mandatory.  In Japan, a DNA register could provide an effective
tool for monitoring whale meat stocks only if samples from all legitimate sources of whale meat
were to be included.

Currently, samples for genetic analysis are collected from every specimen of minke whale
harvested as part of Japan's scientific whaling operations in the Antarctic and North Pacific
regions.  Government notifications request collection of samples from specimens of baleen
whales and Sperm Whales stranded or caught as bycatch in national waters.  However, this
collection is not mandatory.  Samples from long-term stockpiles of whale meat acquired prior to
commencement of the IWC moratorium (1986) or prior to Japan's decision to halt imports of
whale meat (1992) are not part of the current DNA register. Although the JFA has plans to
expand the DNA register to include samples from long-term stockpiles, no details on how this
would be carried out have been made public to date.

Recommendations

TRAFFIC proposes the establishment of a comprehensive DNA register within Japan for whale
species covered under the IWC moratorium, encompassing not only “by-products” from
scientific whaling, but also imported products, incidental catch and strandings, and frozen
stocks.  For domestic trade management purposes, DNA profiling for all imported whale
products is desirable.  DNA profiles stored in a databank could then be utilized for the
monitoring of domestic trade in whale products to determine if products are from a legal source.

Inclusion of frozen old stocks could be achieved by setting a time limit for either selling off
existing products or submitting a tissue sample for DNA profiling.  Incidental takes should not
be overlooked albeit the amount supplied from this source would likely be very small in
quantity.  Reporting of incidental catch and strandings of baleen whales and Sperm Whales as
well as submission of tissue samples should be mandatory and supported through legal penalties
for violations.  This framework would be a powerful tool in achieving an effective monitoring
of trade in whale products.

TRAFFIC found 76 whale products samples in the Tokyo and the Hanshin areas (see Whale
meat at the retail level section).  Of the 76 samples, species or origins of the products were not
specified for 50 samples.  From an overall management perspective, it would be appropriate to
support the DNA register by requiring sellers of whale products to label products to indicate the
species and geographic origin.  Such a label would complement DNA analysis techniques in
confirming product status, and make monitoring of trade in whale products far easier to
implement in practice.

From the point of view of retailers and consumers, such a labeling system would also be
desirable.  It is worthwhile to note that several retailers complained about dolphin products
(characterized as being significantly inferior in taste to minke whale products) being mixed with
other products in the distribution chain.  DNA analysis of samples collected by TRAFFIC in
earlier market surveys also found a significant number of samples contained meat from small
cetaceans (Phipps et al., 1998).

TRAFFIC recommends that the Government of Japan undertake the following actions for whale
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species covered under the IWC moratorium:

•  Institute a mandatory policy for imported whale meat requiring submission of a tissue
sample for DNA profiling and inclusion in a DNA register.

•  Incorporate long-time frozen stocks into the DNA register by setting a time limit for either
selling off products or submitting a tissue sample for DNA profiling.

•  Institute a policy requiring the mandatory reporting of incidental catch and strandings of
baleen whales and Sperm Whales as well as submission of a tissue sample for DNA
profiling and inclusion in the register.

•  Support the mandatory system for tissue samples submission through legal penalties for
violations.

•  Institute a mandatory system requiring sellers of whale products to indicate species and
geographic origin of products with a label.

•  Assign responsibility for market sampling and maintenance of the DNA register to an
independent third party.
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