
 

 

 

 

Humpback Whale – Megaptera novaeangliae 

General Information 

The Humpback whale is renowned for being one of the most energetic of the large whales with 
its spectacular breaching, lob-tailing and flipper-slapping. Its scientific name Megaptera 
novaeangliae means 'big winged New Englander' because of its long flippers that look like 
wings when it breaches and because it was first described in New England. The species' 
worldwide popularity on whale watch tours has helped to ensure that they are the focus of 
many conservation efforts. These measures have an umbrella effect and protect not only 
Humpbacks but also many other species found in their protected areas, including species that 
experience the same risks. 

Description 

The Humpback whale can be distinguished by its large size (16-17m), knobbly head and 5m 
long flippers. Individuals found in the Atlantic Ocean have mainly white flippers, but those 
found in the Pacific Ocean have a darker colouration on the upper surface of their flippers. 
Humpbacks in the southern hemisphere are generally more lightly coloured on the flanks. The 
bumps found on the head are called tubercles, and each one contains a single hair follicle, 
which may be used in a sensory capacity, much like a cat's whiskers. The flukes are distinctive 
compared with any other whale species; the black and white markings and scalloped edges are 
as unique as a human fingerprint, allowing experts to name thousands of individuals around 
the world. The wavy edged flukes are raised during dives, enabling researchers to keep track of 
individual whales from year to year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Distribution 

The Humpback whale is a cosmopolitan species found in all of the major oceans. More than 
250,000 Humpbacks were killed in past whaling operations yet they are currently recovering in 
many places and were recently reclassified as ‘Least Concern’ by the IUCN (International Union 
for Conservation of Nature), although certain populations retain an IUCN ‘Endangered’ status. 
There is also concern about small populations of Humpback whales in various oceans for which 
status information is lacking. The main Humpback populations are found in the North Atlantic, 
the North Pacific and the Indian Ocean and there is some mixing between different 
populations.  

 

Distribution shown in light blue 

Food 

Humpbacks feed on krill and various kinds of small, schooling fish such as herring and 
mackerel. They eat up to 1,400kg of food per day. They often feed in groups cooperatively 
using “bubble-netting”. This technique involves a lead individual diving below a shoal of prey 
and spiralling slowly towards the surface blowing a “net” of bubbles around the prey. On the 
surface a circular formation of bubbles can be seen which forces prey towards the surface into 
a tight circle within the “bubble-net”. The group of whales then collectively rise to the surface 
with mouths gaping open capturing large volumes of food and water in the mouth. Humpbacks 
have long grooves in their throats, running from chin to navel enabling the throat to expand in 
a concertina-like fashion. As the mouth is closed excess water is expelled out through the 
curtains of baleen in the mouth which capture prey and let the water pass through, acting like 
giant hanging sieves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Useful References 

http://cetus.ucsd.edu/voicesinthesea_org/species/baleenWhales/humpback.html# 

http://cetus.ucsd.edu/voicesinthesea_org/videos/videoHumpbackMeet.html 

http://cetus.ucsd.edu/voicesinthesea_org/videos/videoHumpbackAcous.html 

http://cetus.ucsd.edu/voicesinthesea_org/videos/videoHumpbackSong.html 

http://video.nationalgeographic.com/video/news/humpback-whales-bottom-feeding-vin 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A7zNRAlnGbA 

Bubble Netting - Videos 

https://vimeo.com/112547406 

BBC https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q8iDcLTD9wQ 

www.iucnredlist.org/  

https://www.wildaboutwhales.com.au/whale-facts/species/southern-right-whales  

http://www.whalefacts.org/southern-right-whale-facts/  


