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Summary, continued. 
 

pairs during the 2017, 2020, and 2021 winter seasons. 

In contrast, sei whales are more commonly recorded 

in the area during the austral summer season, which 

also coincided with mass mortality events involving 

sei whales in the area in recent years. 

 

Description: 
 

The Golfo de Penas is situated in a remote region of 

the Patagonian system between 47°S and 48°S. With 

the exception of two Chilean Navy lighthouses, the 

closest human settlements are more than 200 km 

away. Chilean Patagonia is influenced by the West 

Wind Drift, a large-scale eastward (onshore) flow, 

which diverges at the coast to form the northward 

Humboldt Current and the southward Cape Horn 

Current. High productivity in these coastal waters is 

driven by the availability of both terrestrial nutrients, 

carried by large rivers originating at the Northern and 

Southern Patagonian Ice Fields, and marine nutrients.  

  

The “Tortel Multiple Use Marine and Coastal Area” 

was proposed in 2009, which included a portion of 

Golfo de Penas. This area is not currently the object 

of an official MPA proposal, despite studies from 

several organisations showing high endemism of 

different taxa in the area, with glaciers, upwellings, 

fjords (deepest fjord in Chile) and hundreds of islands. 

Area Size 

11 251 km2 

 

Qualifying Species and Criteria 
Southern right whale – Eubalaena australis  

Criterion A; C (1) 

Sei whale – Balaenoptera borealis 

[Southern – B. b. schlegelii] 

Criterion A 

 

Marine Mammal Diversity 

Cephalorhynchus eutropia, 

Lagenorhynchus australis, Phocoena spinipinnis 

 

Summary 
The Gulf of Penas is a remote area situated in the 

Chilean Patagonia system, which is not formally 

protected. This area is used by two baleen whale 

species, southern right whales (Eubalaena 

australis) and southern sei whales (Balaenoptera 

borealis schlegelii). The Chile-Peru subpopulation 

of the southern right whale experienced a 

decline due to intense commercial whaling 

which led to its near extirpation. Currently this 

subpopulation is considered to have fewer than 

50 mature individuals. Until recently, no breeding 

reproductive areas had been identified. The Gulf 

of Penas has recently been proposed as a calving 

ground given the number of sightings of cow-calf Figure 1: A southern right whale (Eubalaena australis) cow-calf pair 
at the Gulf of Penas. Photo: Daniel Torres. 



(clasificacionespecies.mma.gob.cl). Sei whales are 

more commonly recorded in the area during the 

austral summer season, which also coincided with 

mass mortality events involving sei whales in the area 

in recent years (Häussermann et al., 2017). 

 
Criterion C: Key Life Cycle Activities 
Sub-criterion C1: Reproductive Areas 
 

Until recently, feeding or breeding areas had not yet 

been identified for the Chile-Peru subpopulation of 

southern right whales, despite a few cow-calf pairs 

having been observed along the Peruvian and 

Chilean coasts on several occasions (see García-

Cegarra et al., 2021 for a review of these sightings). 

However, the Gulf of Penas area has recently been 

proposed as a calving ground for the „Chilean-Peru‟ 

subpopulation of the southern right whale, based on 

the number of sightings of cow-calf pairs during the 

2017, 2020, and 2021 winter seasons, particularly 

close to the shores of San Quintin Bay (Olavarria, 

unpublished data). 

Criterion A: Species or Population 
Vulnerability 
 

The „Chilean-Peru‟ subpopulation of the southern 

right whale (Eubalaena australis) experienced a 

decline due to intense commercial whaling 

conducted between 1789 and 1976 with around 

9,000 individuals hunted (Clarke, 1965; Aguayo-Lobo 

et al., 1998; Aguayo-Lobo et al., 2008; Pastene & 

Quiroz, 2010). This exploitation led them to near 

extinction and currently this subpopulation is 

considered to have fewer than 50 mature individuals 

(Reilly et al., 2008; Cooke, 2018a). The Chile-Peru 

subpopulation of southern right whales is listed as 

Critically Endangered (CR) on the IUCN Red List 

(Cooke, 2018a), and as „Critically Endangered‟ at the 

national level under the Chilean government 

classification (clasificacionespecies.mma.gob.cl). Sei 

whales (Balaenoptera borealis) are listed as 

Endangered under IUCN Red List status (Cooke, 

2018b), and as „Critically Endangered‟ for the country 

by the Chilean government 

Figure 2: Aerial view of southern right whale (Eubalaena australis) cow-calf pair at the Gulf of Penas. Photo: Angela Hernandez / CIEP. 
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Figure 3: A recent stranded sei whale (Balaenoptera borealis) at the 
shores of the Gulf of Penas. Photo: Daniel Torres. 

Figure 4: A sei whale (Balaenoptera borealis) surfacing further south 
in the Gulf of Penas, in the Patagonian archipelago.  
Photo: Carlos Olavarria. 
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