FRANCE TO CREATE A SANCTUARY FOR WHALES IN THE CARIBBEAN
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France will announce a crucial and positive initiative at the 58th International Whaling Commission (IWC) this year
.   The Commission and its 66 members states responsible for the management of the world’s   great whales will meet in the tiny Eastern Caribbean island of St. Kitts this year.   During the meeting France will officially announce its project to create a sanctuary for marine mammals in the French Antilles and its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).  

 
The initiative will determine priorities and fundamental research to be carried out inside the Sanctuary, which is contained by the Caribbean Sea to the West and the Atlantic Ocean to the East.  The area will benefit from reinforced protection based on a series of cetacean surveys undertaken by French, Martinican and Guadeloupian scientists between 2001 and 2005.  Campaign reports identify seasonality, migration patterns and reproduction periods for a variety of cetaceans navigating in French Caribbean waters.    Species include Humpback, Fin, Sei, Bryde’s, Minke, Sperm and Pygmy sperm whales, species subject to the IWC moratorium on commercial whaling and its management regime.  Marine mammals such as Orcas or Killer Whales, dolphins, the manatee or sirenien, seals – outside of the IWC management regime will benefit from sanctuary protection.

As a marine protected area the Sanctuary will also be listed under UNEP’s Specially Protected Areas for Wildlife (SPAW) Protocol of the Cartagena Convention. Similarly the French initiative will be aligned with the Cartagena Conventions’ Protocol for the Protection and Development of the Marine Environment of the Wider Caribbean Region which recommends the protection of endangered species’ habitats and the banning or surveillance of harmful activities to these species.  The Sanctuary is integrated into France’s National Action Plan for Oceans as well as its National Biodiversity Strategy.  The French West Indies Marine Mammal Sanctuary is a follow on to sanctuaries recently created by France  in the Mediterranean, New Caledonia and French Polynesia.

France demonstrates political good will, which clearly demonstrates strong marine mammal conservation policies, adhering to a project initiated by the Eastern Caribbean Coalition for Environmental Awareness (ECCEA) in 2003.   It draws attention to the proposed renewal of commercial whaling in the Caribbean sub-region and the geopolitical implications.  For more than 12 years, Japan has exercised pressure on numerous economically fragile states in order to reopen commercial whaling activities.  It has successfully gained the support of six Caribbean island states, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Antigua and Barbuda, the Commonwealth of Dominica, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and Grenada, now members of the IWC and neighbours to Martinique and Guadeloupe. The votes of these islands in favour of Japan’s whaling policies have consolidated the Nippon position at the IWC.  On the other hand the island states of Montserrat, Barbados and the Virgin Islands express interest in joining forces with France in order to broaden the scope and ability of the Sanctuary to conserve Caribbean ocean life.   Local governments work closely on eco-tourism ventures with their immediate neighbours, St. Lucia and Dominica and their long-term aim is to ensure that they too become part of this venture.

Note:  ECCEA is an observer at the IWC since 1993 and has worked closely with the EU, the French Government, the MEDD/DIREN, UNEP, CIESM Monaco, CARICOM, NGO’s and regional partners for marine protected areas.    France seeks to enlarge this initiative both nationally and internationally through diplomatic channels and regional negotiations designed to encourage Wider Caribbean participation.
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