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Area Size
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Qualifying Species and Criteria

Humpback whale - Megaptera novaeangliae

Criterion C (3a)

Summary
The North Atlantic Humpback Whale Migratory
Corridor IMMA represents the central migratory
corridor, which splits into two distinct branches,
used by humpback whales (Megaptera
novaeangliae) during their annual seasonal
migrations between feeding grounds in the
northern Atlantic and breeding grounds in the
Caribbean. It originates along the Antillean
islands in the Caribbean, extending northward
and branching into two corridors at around 29°N
with one extending northwest into the Gulf of
Maine and Labrador Sea as far as the west coast
of Greenland while the other extends northeast
toward Iceland and the Norwegian and Barents
Seas. This IMMA overlaps with 12 Ecologically
and Biologically Significant Areas (EBSAS),

various Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems (VMEs) as

described by the North Atlantic Fisheries
Organization (NAFO) and the Northeast Atlantic
Fisheries Commission (NEAFC), and over 15

protected areas (PAs), including one Important

North Atlantic
Humpback Whale

Migratory Corridor
IMMA

Summary, continued.

Bird Area (IBA), several marine Key Biodiversity Area
(KBA), and seven marine PAs within Bermudian

jurisdiction.
Description:

The North Atlantic Humpback Whale Migratory
Corridor IMMA originates along the Antillean islands,
in the Caribbean, extending northward into the
Atlantic and branching into two corridors around 29°N
with one extending northwest into the Gulf of Maine
and Labrador Sea to the west coast of Greenland
while the other moves northeast past Iceland to the
Norwegian and Barents Seas. This IMMA connects
portions of the shallow, warm water breeding sites in
the Caribbean, the colder, highly productive feeding
grounds of the north Atlantic, and the high seas. The
northwest branch of this IMMA intersects with the
continental shelf / ridge / seamounts around
Bermuda, crossing the continental shelf again as it
enters the Labrador Sea. The northeast branch
intersects the mid-Atlantic ridge starting around
46°W and 25°N until it reaches shallower waters
between Greenland and the UK. This IMMA crosses
the North Atlantic Gyre, which is made up of several
circulating currents including the Gulf Stream, the
Azores, Canary, North Equatorial, and Antilles
Currents. This IMMA overlaps with 12 Ecologically and
Biologically Significant Areas (EBSAS), various
Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems (VMEs) as described
by the North Atlantic Fisheries Organization (NAFO)

and the Northeast Atlantic Fisheries Commission



Figure 1: North Atlantic Humpback Whale Migratory Corridor IMMA boundaries. Credit: Bea Smith.

(NEAFQ), and over 15 protected areas (PAs), including
one Important Bird Area (IBA), several marine Key
Biodiversity Area (KBA), and seven marine PAs within

Bermudian jurisdiction.

Criterion C: Key Life Cycle Activities
Sub-criterion C3: Migration Routes
C3a - Whale Seasonal Migratory Corridor

The North Atlantic Humpback Whale Migratory
Corridor encompasses the two primary migration
routes used by the largest breeding aggregation of
humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in the
north Atlantic, connecting breeding grounds in the
Caribbean to two distinct foraging areas, one of which
occurs in the Gulf of Maine and eastern Canada
(including waters off Newfoundland and Labrador),
and the other in West Greenland, Iceland, the
northern Norwegian coast and the Barents Sea (I\WC,
2002; Stevick et al, 2006). Every winter, the majority

of the North Atlantic humpback population mates

and calves in the Caribbean, congregating
throughout the shallow banks that buffer the
Antillean islands (Winn et al., 1975; Whitehead &
Moore, 1982; Mattila & Clapham, 1989; Katona &
Beard, 1990; Smith et al,, 1999). The Springtime
northern migration back to feeding grounds occurs
sometime between December and May, during
which individuals have been recorded using
Bermuda as a stopover feeding site during the long
migration (Martin et al., 1984; Stone et al., 1987;
Kennedy et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2022; Grove et al,,
2023). The southbound migration back to calving
grounds, during which individuals generally follow a
similar route to northbound migration (Kettemer,

2023), begins around late September.

Migratory connectivity between breeding and
feeding sites has been established using
photographic identification (photo-ID) methods and

genetic analyses (e.g. Katona & Beard, 1990; Baker et



Figure 2: Humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in the North Atlantic Humpback Whale Migratory Corridor IMMA.
Photo credit: Fae Sapsford / Sargasso Sea Commission.

al.,, 1090; Stevick et al., 2003, 2016; Wenzel et al., 2003, Atlantic and the Northeast Atlantic (Katona & Beard,
2020; Rizzo & Schulte, 2009), sightings data (OBIS, 1990; Stevick et al,, 1998; Kettemer et al., 2022;

2023), and telemetry tagging (e.g. Fossette et al., 2014; Robbins, 2023). The North Atlantic Humpback Whale
Kennedy et al., 2014; Robbins, 2023; Kettemer et al., Migratory Corridor IMMA connects these feeding
2022). Data from 22 tagged whales presented in grounds to recognized breeding areas in the Greater
Kennedy et al. (2014) and 200 tagged whales Antilles islands of the Caribbean and encompasses
presented in Kettemer (2023) indicate two distinct critical migratory habitat in the Somers Isles of

pathways to discrete foraging sites in the Northwest Bermuda IMMA.
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