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I INTRODUCTION 

The following is a summary of research on marine mammals in Icelandic and adjacent waters in 

2025. The studies were conducted by the following research institutes: Marine and Freshwater 

Research Institute (MFRI), Húsavík Research Centre (HRC), Westman Islands Research Centre 

(WIRC), Husavik Whale Museum (HWM), Keldur, Institute for Experimental Pathology (KIEP), The 

National University Hospital of Iceland, The Icelandic Institute of Natural History (INH), University 

of Iceland (UI), University of British Columbia in Canada, University of Barcelona in Spain, 

University of St Andrews in Scotland, The Icelandic Seal Center (ISC), Hólar University College, 

Natural History Museum of Denmark, The Faroese Marine Research Institute, The Institute of 

Marine Research of Norway, Maine University, College of the Atlantic – Allied whale in Maine, 

University of Aarhus, University of Copenhagen, RIF research center, South East Iceland Nature 

Research Center, Northwest Iceland Nature Research Centre, West Iceland Nature Research 

Centre, Orca Guardians Iceland (OGI), Greenland Institute of Natural Resources, Vatnajökull 

National Park and University of Potsdam. Queries for information on research were sent to all 

o?ices, individuals and private commercial platforms such as whaling and whale watching 

companies known to have been involved in marine mammal research or data collection during 

the period. 

 

II RESEARCH BY SPECIES 2025 

CETACEANS 

Fin whale 

Studies continued at MFRI on the biology and ecology of fin whales based on data from 

commercial catches in 2023 and recent years even though no whales were caught in the 2024 

season. Fin whale research conducted at the whaling station in Hvalfjörður is wide ranging and 

includes e.g. studies on age, reproduction, feeding ecology, energetics, pollutants, genetics, 

hybridization, anatomy and physiology and involves several research institutions (University of 

Iceland, the National University Hospital of Iceland, University of British Columbia in Canada, 

University of Barcelona and Keldur Institute for Experimental Pathology). In 2025, samples from 

the whaling station along with samples from the Norwegian minke whale hunt were the basis for 

a study on the e?ect of baleen whales on primary production (Freitas et al 2025), and a study on 

the formation of baleen plates in fin whales (Ruiz-Sagalés et al. 2025).   

HRC continued work on their fin whale identification in 2025. In recent years MFRI and colleagues 

at the University of Barcelona have started to investigate the presence of plastic (micro, nano 

particles, plastifiers, or fire-retardant molecules originating from plastic) in the muscle of fin 

whale. This e?ort has been pursued in 2025, and in collaboration with two PhD candidates at the 



University of Venice and University of Barcelona, the MFRI continued to study potential 

biomagnification and bioaccumulation of plastic particles in cetacean tissues. 

Common minke whale 

Collaboration between the MFRI and the University of Potsdam on common minke whale genetic 

research continued during 2025. Population genetics analyses across the entire North Atlantic 

were finalized, including samples from Iceland, Greenland, Canada, and the North Sea, while 

analysis of Norwegian samples is underway. Using the double digest restriction-site associated 

DNA sequencing (ddRAD) technology over 50,000 new nuclear Single Nucletide Polymorphisms 

(SNPs) have been developed for 45 North Atlantic minke whales, including 8 samples from 

Iceland. Further SNPs were developed by Whole Genome Resequencing of a representative set 

of 25 NA minke whales from Iceland, Greenland, Norway, and Germany. These SNPs form the 

basis for the development of an informative minke whale SNP panel for population structure 

assessment across the entire North Atlantic.  

HRC continued their long-term photo-identification of minke whales which included student 

interns assisting with the creation of an updated catalogue through 2025. A master student was 

using drone-images to identify minke whales. Additionally a hydrophone was deployed and land-

observation took place in Öxarfjörður for a project pairing sightings with acoustic data, with 

particular focus on minke whales.  

Elding whale watching continued photo-ID studies with 202 unique individuals identified in 

Faxafloí. A site fidelity study was performed using data from Faxafloí, Eyjafjörður and Skjálfandi 

Bay. A paper is currently under review. 

Blue whale 

HRC continued their long-term photo-identification and sightings studies of blue whales in 

Skjálfandi Bay in 2025. As part of the e-Whale project (e-Whale.eu) one biopsy of a blue whale 

was taken together with water sample for e-DNA from the fluke print. 

Humpback whale 

The MFRI’s long-term humpback tagging program continued in 2025. Further, MFRI continued 

their photo-identification studies and the development of the national humpback whale photo-

id database (ISMN Catalogue): https://www.hafogvatn.is/en/research/whale-research/whale-

photo-id. This Catalogue is a product of a national collaboration with various contributors, 

including universities, whale watching companies, citizen scientists, and dedicated surveys 

conducted by MFRI. The ISMN catalogue has 1925 unique individuals seen in Icelandic waters 

(98 of these have also been reported in locations outside of Iceland). Additionally, the ISMN 

Database also includes 1394 individuals from various international partners (Guadeloupe, 

Norway, Azores, Ireland, Scotland, Cabo Verde, Bermuda/Samana Bay and Greenland). Two 

papers were published that reported on the migration patterns of humpbacks using photo-id 

methods. One reports the use of scar from killer whale, on humpback whale fluke to assess their 

distribution in the North Atlantic (Koilpillai et al. 2024) and the second one reports the first record 

of movement of a humpback whale between the Cabo Verde Islands and the western Greenland 

feeding ground (Chosson et al. 2024). Long-term research on humpback whale winter occurrence 

in Iceland, which started in 2019, continued in 2025. The study is a collaboration between the 

University of Iceland, MFRI, University of Barcelona and the University of St. Andrews. E?ort in 

comparing the ISMN Catalogue to the North Atlantic Humpback Whale Catalogue (NAHWC) in 



collaboration with the College of the Atlantic – Allied whale in the recent years resulted in a paper 

(Jones et al. 2025). This e?ort will continue aiming at a better understanding of the connectivity 

between the feeding ground across the northern part of the North Atlantic.  

HRC continued their long-term photo-identification, sightings and behaviour studies of 

humpback whales in Skjalfandi Bay. The long-term project on factors a?ecting humpback whale 

vocalization rate in Skjalfandi Bay continued in 2025 with a master’s student completing his 

analysis on past acoustic recording data and the influence of changing daylight and number of 

whales present. Tagging of humpback whales using CATS tags continued at HRC in 2025 for a 

post-doctoral project investigating humpback whale behaviour in response to entanglement 

deterrent devices.  

Entanglement scar analysis was conducted on the past four years of photographic data from 

Skjálfandi Bay as part of the “Scars from Above” project collaboration between HRC and British 

charity Whale Wise. Additionally, a large-scale analysis of humpback whale skin lesions, using 

ten years of photographic data, began in 2025. WIRC continued studies during the wintertime 

with humpback whales including photoidentification mainly from land, many of which are 

contributed by citizen scientists, and sound recordings. The work with passive acoustic 

monitoring conducted in Vestmannaeyjar resulted in two master’s theses (Gaillard 2025, Durand 

2025). This research improves the understanding of the importance of this area for humpback 

whales. In addition, during the summer, WIRC conducted photoidentification studies. Photo-

identification data was also collected in Ísafjörður in early September during a field trip as part of 

a taught course with the University Centre of the Westfjords. The photo-ID data was shared with 

the Icelandic Humpback Whale catalogue curated by MFRI.  

Ongoing research on subarctic humpback whale behavioural ecology called “Icelandic Winter 

Whales” at the UI continued. Biopsy samples of epidermis and dermis tissue including blubber 

of life individuals were collected and analysed to investigate the genetics, isotope niche and 

endocrinology of humpback whales in Iceland. The isotope research is done in collaboration with 

MFRI and University of Barcelona. The genetic study is done in collaboration with the University 

of Gronigen and MFRI. The endocrinology study is done in collaboration with the University of St 

Andrews and MFRI. Behavioural data has also been collected using suction cup digital archival 

tags and catcam tags, with images and videos from UAVs, from land-based stations and photo-

ID data from vessels. Data has been collected in Faxaflói (SW-Iceland), Steingrímsfjörður and 

Ísafjarðardjúp (Westfiords of Iceland), Eyjafjörður and Skjálfandaflói (NE-Iceland). The photo-ID 

data was shared with the ISMN catalogue curated by MFRI. A master student is using tag and 

land-based data to investigate the energy use of humpback whales in the wintertime. 

HCC is part of the e-whale project (e-whale.eu) where water samples of the fluke print of 

humpback whales are collected. This was done partly from North Sailing whale watching vessel 

and from their small research boat. 

Elding whale watching continued the development of a photo-ID catalogue of individuals, with 

618 unique individuals sighted in Faxafloí. Data was collected by multiple interns (BSc and MSc) 

on humpback whale surface behaviour in the precense of whale-watching vessels. Data 

collection on the bubblenet feeding in Faxaflói was initiated and a short communication is under 

preparation. 

 

 



Killer whale 

In 2025, WIRC and the Icelandic Orca Project conducted a field season in Vestmannaeyjar during 

June and July, continuing the long-term project on killer whales that started in 2008. The current 

focus of the project is to investigate dietary specialization on killer whales, to observe 

interspecific interactions with pilot whales and to investigate the acoustic behaviour of killer 

whales. Photo-identification was conducted during the summer field season. Land-based 

observations also allowed for broader monitoring of variations in the occurrence of killer whales 

and other cetaceans in the local marine ecosystem. One PhD student and one master’s student 

completed their thesis on killer whale acoustic communication and the role of acoustic signals 

in interactions within and between killer whales and pilot whales (Selbmann, 2025; Savornin 

2025). A paper was published on the interactions between killer whales and pilot whales 

(Baumgartner et al 2025a). A study on the vocal behaviour of killer whales in Iceland during 

feeding was published in a paper (Giovannini et al. 2025), in addition to a publication on kinship 

clustering using samples from Iceland, Norway and Greenland (Baumgartner et al. 2025b).  

The West Iceland Nature Research Centre and Orca Guardians Iceland continued their 

collaboration and year-round systematic data collection on killer whales via photo-identification 

and behavioral observations in Breiðafjörður and along the Snæfellsnes Peninsula. The focus is 

on recognizing individual killer whales and documenting their associations and travel routes, and 

their interspecific interactions with other cetacean species. Data collection and analysis will 

potentially aid in identifying critical habitat, feeding behavior and prey types, as well as natural 

mortality and behavioral patterns of Icelandic killer whales. The project started in 2014 in 

collaboration with Láki Tours whale watching and is conducted both onboard whale watching 

vessels and via land-based observations. E?orts of comparing identification images of killer 

whales from Iceland to photographs received from collaborators in other areas of the North 

Atlantic are ongoing. Research results on the first documented movement of wild killer whales 

between Iceland and Norway were published in the journal Marine Mammal Science (Mrusczok 

et al. 2025). 

Northern bottlenose whale 

As part of the Hypmo project, WIRC published a study on the dive behavior of northern bottlenose 

whales in the Nordic Seas region (Neubarth et al. 2025) and completed another satellite 

telemetry analysis investigating long-distance migration. A comparative study of rapid click trains 

describing signals likely used for communication (rasps’) based on Dtags was published in 

Bioacoustics (Haas et al, 2025). This work is part of a PhD thesis on acoustic behaviour and 

spatiotemporal occurrence patterns that was published this year (Haas, 2025). WIRC and MFRI 

are investigating movement and diet of NBWs using a long-term data set of stomach contents 

(squid beaks) and stable isotopes from stranded individuals. HRC continued to collect photo-

identification and sightings data on northern bottlenose whales that have frequented Skjalfandi 

bay in recent summers. Additionally, measurements and samples were taken by HRC from two 

stranded northern bottlenose whales in Öxarfjörður. 

Long-finned pilot whale 

A comprehensive research project on pilot whales that started in 2019 continued compiling 

photo-identifications, studying their behaviour in Vestmannaeyjar during interactions with killer 

whales and investigating their ecology through stable isotopes of carbon and nitrogen. The 

project aims to gather knowledge on this species in Iceland, such as understanding its 

occurrence in Icelandic coastal waters, their prey and whether that has changed in recent times. 



The project is conducted by WIRC in collaboration with MFRI. As part of this research, results 

from playback experiments of pilot whales sounds to killer whales conducted in previous years 

were presented at the ECS conference (Selbmann et al. 2025; see also Selbmann, 2025). 

In 2025, e?orts on data collection for long-finned pilot whales, conducted since 2019 by Orca 

Guardians Iceland, the West Iceland Nature Research Centre, and Láki Tours, continued in 

Breiðafjördur Bay and along the Snæfellsnes Peninsula. The emphasis is on photoidentification 

and behavioral observations, with special attention to killer whale – pilot whale interactions, to 

aid in the understanding of pilot whale behavior and occurrence in the waters of West Iceland, 

and to potentially identify critical habitat for this species.  

An internship student at HRC organized a photo-identification catalogue based on several long-

finned pilot whale encounters that occurred in summer 2025. 

White-beaked dolphins 

HRC continued their long-term photo-identification and sightings studies of white-beaked 

dolphins in Skjálfandi bay. One master student was using sighting data of white-beaked dolphins 

for the last 10 years and related that with climate change and cod landings. Another master 

student used drone videoes and AI to automaticly detect the behaviour of white-beaked dolphins. 

Elding whale watching is currently writing a short communication regarding grieving behaviour 

observed in white-beaked dolphins. 

Harbour porpoise 

Collaboration between the MFRI and the University of Potsdam on harbour porpoise genetic 

research is ongoing, where samples of bycaught and stranded animals are used. The currently 

available genetic data encompass mitochondrial DNA/ microsatellites on more than 1000 

Icelandic porpoises, as well as SNP data from ddRAD analysis and whole genome resequencing. 

Genes of the adaptive immune system (MHCII) have been analyzed in 94 Harbour porpoises 

across the North Atlantic, adjacent waters, and the Black Sea, including 5 samples from Iceland. 

These results have been published in Molecular Ecology (Celemín et al., 2025).  

E?orts to estimate bycatch of harbour porpoises in fisheries continued at the MFRI, and annual 

bycatch estimates are now published here: 

https://www.hafogvatn.is/static/files/bycatchoverview_en-1-.html  as part of annual fishing 

advice. Harbour porpoise diet study has been re-initiated (9 and 12 bycaught harbour porpoises 

were necropsied in 2024 and 2025, respectively). Stomach content was analysed, and stable 

isotope ratio analyses are currently on-going in collaboration with the University of Barcelona. 

HRC deployed C-PODS as part of a PhD project in Skjalfandi Bay.  

Other (multi) cetacean species 

A total of 60 stranding events of cetacean were recorded by the MFRI. Northern bottlenose whales 

and other toothed whales are of interest in two ongoing EU projects (SUMMER and MESO) on the 

ecology and potential utilization of resources of the mesopelagic zone which the MFRI is a part 

of. The HRC is partner in a Biodiversa funded EU-project called e-Whale and has taken water 

samples for environmental DNA (E-DNA) analyses. A master’s student at HRC used past acoustic 

data to describe overall species presence and timing in Skjálfandi Bay and correlate acoustic 

presence with sightings data. Another master’s student began analysis of the vocal 

characteristics of sperm whales using past acoustic data paired with sightings data. 



The MinTag project, which is a collaboration within NAMMCO that aims to develop tags to be able 

to track large and fast swimming whale species (fin whale and mike whales) continued and 

deployment of one tag on a minke whale took place in Eyjafjörður in September 2025.  

A postdoctoral study was funded by the Faroese Research council and has started in 2024. The 

objective is to develop reference genome for three species: the white-sided dolphin, white-

beaked dolphin and the long-finned pilot whale. The work is done in collaboration with Iceland, 

Greenland, Faroese Islands, Denmark and Norway. WIRC contributed data and expertise to the 

Worldwide Soundscapes project, a collaborative network and synthesis study for passive 

acoustic monitoring across all realms (Darras et al, 2025).  

A new study on the relationship between baleen whales and capelin between Iceland and the 

east coast of Greenland was published in 2025 (Sigurdsson et al. 2025). The study used a 

combination of whale observations by marine mammal observers and acoustics to measure 

capelin density. Correlation was strongest for humpbacks and minke whales, or up to 50% of the 

explained variance in distribution of the whales explained by capelin. Similar work will continue 

in the autumn survey for capelin in at least 2025 and 2026. 

Throughout time (since 1981), the MFRI role in the Icelandic stranding network has enabled the 

scientists to investigate the cetacean exo- and endo-parasite fauna. In collaboration with 

University of Iceland and KIEP the MFRI has publish a note recording the first occurrence of a 

Ogmogaster antarctica, a trematode never observed at this latitude (Chosson et al., 2025)    

 

PINNIPEDS 

Harbour seals 

No new harbour seal census has been conducted in Iceland since 2020, when the population 

size was estimated to 10,319 (CI 95%= 6.733-13.906) (Granquist, 2022). A partial population 

estimate is planned by MFRI for 2026. The survey will be based on drone photography instead of 

manned single engine airplanes, since such surveys pose a large risk under Icelandic conditions 

(harsh weather, narrow bays, steep mountains and open waters).  

Important harbour seal haul-out sites are monitored throughout the year, including areas around 

the country. E?orts are made by MFRI and ISC to improve knowledge on population 

demographics and factors contributing to mortality and/or a?ecting the status of the population. 

Long term monitoring of timing of pupping period and monitoring of local pup production at 

important sites in Northwest Iceland, South Iceland and Northeast Iceland was initiated in 2009 

and continued during 2025. A new project was initiated in 2018, where haul-out behaviour was 

monitored by using trail cameras. The results from the project will increase knowledge on factors 

a?ecting haul-out behaviour and will assist in improving census design. Analysis and manuscript 

preparation continued during 2025.  

E?orts to estimate bycatch of harbour seals in fisheries and research on mitigation methods 

continued by MFRI and the Directorate of Fisheries.  

A long-term study on the e?ect of land- and boat-based tourism on harbour seals was initiated 

by ISC and MFRI in 2008 and continued during 2025. The study is carried out in several areas of 

Iceland including important haul-out sites in Northwest, Westfjords, South and West of Iceland 

and focuses on how anthropogenic disturbance impact the spatial and behavioural haul-out 



patterns of harbour seals. Further, interdisciplinary research on how to reduce potential impacts, 

best practice on management of seal watching and development of an ethical framework 

continued. Two citizen science projects where volunteers take part in seal counting in specific 

areas continued. The projects are in co-operation between MFRI, ISC, Youth for Arctic Nature 

(YAN) and various landowners. Apart from collecting scientific data, the aim of these projects is 

to educate about seal conservation issues and to increase the understanding of the importance 

of seal research. A project in collaboration between MFRI, ISC and HRC investigating harbour seal 

pup growth using drones continued during the year. 

Grey seals 

The latest census on the Icelandic grey seal population was carried out in  2022. Based on the 

pup production, the total grey seal population size was estimated to be 6697 animals (95% CI = 

5576-7841). The population was approximately 27% smaller than when the first census was 

conducted in 1982 and corresponds to an increase of 6.8% since the census in 2017. However, 

trend analysis for the period 2005–2022 revealed no statistically significant trend for the total 

population size. A new partial census is planned for 2026. As for the harbour seal census, the grey 

seal survey will in the future be based on drone photography instead of manned single engine 

airplanes. A study of grey seal genetics was initiated in 2016, in cooperation between MFRI, ISC, 

the Natural history museum of Denmark and Main University, and a paper was published in 2025 

(McCarthy, et al 2025). 

E?orts to estimate bycatch of grey seals in fisheries and research on mitigation methods 

continued by MFRI and the Directorate of Fisheries. 

Other (multi) pinniped species 

A project investigating environmental toxicants in pinnipeds in Icelandic waters was initiated in 

2017 and continued during 2025. The project is an international cooperation between The 

Swedish Museum of Natural History, Stockholm University, Greenland Institute of Natural 

Resources and MFRI. 

III ONGOING (CURRENT) RESEARCH 

Pinnipeds 

A partial harbour seal census is planned in 2026. The survey will be based on drone photography 

instead of manned single engine airplanes. 

Cetaceans 

Work on analysis of the NASS2024 cetacean survey is partially finished and will continue in 2026. 

The MFRI will continue the work on testing di?erent mitigation measures for bycatch of small 

cetaceans in gillnets and developing a database on all known mitigation approaches as part of 

the EU Life funded CIBBRiNA project. They will also continue working on bycatch risk 

assessments and mapping for selected marine mammals as part of the EU Horizon funded 

Marine Beacon project. A PhD student will analyze bycatch data from the annual SMN (gillnet 

survey of spawning cod in Icelandic waters) survey by the MFRI and from onboard observers for 

patterns in marine mammal and seabird bycatch. The same PhD student will also start a project 

on harbour porpoise photo-ID in collaboration with whale watching companies in Iceland to 

explore the feasibility of photo-ID for assessing harbour porpoise behaviour and distribution in 

coastal waters. 



In addition, complimentary trials of e?iciency and long-term e?ects of di?erent bycatch 

mitigation approaches (e.g., pearlnets and acoustic deterrent devices) on small cetacean 

species will be continued through two new projects, MarineGuardian (EU Horizon) and 

EchoGuard (The Research Council of Norway). 

IV ADVICE GIVEN AND MANAGEMENT MEASURES TAKEN 

Cetaceans 

Based on assessments conducted by the Scientific Committees of NAMMCO and the IWC, the 

MFRI recommended in 2017 that annual catches in 2018-2025 do not exceed 161 fin whales on 

the East Greenland – West Iceland management area and 48 fin whales in the East Iceland-

Faroes management area. On the same basis the MFRI recommended in 2018 maximum annual 

takes of 217 common minke whales in the Icelandic continental shelf (CIC) area during 2018-

2025. In 2019, Icelandic authorities issued a regulation on catch limits according to this advice 

for the period 2019-2025 (annual catch of 161 fin whales and 217 common minke whales). In 

2023, 25 fin whales were caught in Icelandic waters, but no minke whales were caught. This 

advice will be updated in 2026. 

Pinnipeds 

Preparatory work with initiating an exhaustive management plan for pinnipeds in Iceland will 

continue 2026. In 2019, a seal hunting ban was enacted. However, seal hunters can be granted 

exemption from this ban from the Directorate of Fisheries, to hunt seals for own utilization while 

the hunt is considered sustainable. The current governmental management objective from 2006 

states that the Icelandic harbour seal population should be kept above 12.000 animals. Based 

on the population assessment carried out in 2020 which resulted in an estimated population size 

of 10.319 animals, MFRI advised that direct hunt should be limited and that actions must be taken 

to reduce by-catch of seals in commercial fisheries to enable the population size to reach 

management objective. MFRI further advised that attempts to minimize anthropogenic 

disturbance of harbour seal colonies are initiated, in particular during breeding and moulting 

seasons between May and August. A new partial population estimate is planned for 2026.   

The current governmental management objective from 2006 states that the Icelandic grey seal 

population size should be kept above 4100 animals. New advice for the Icelandic pinniped 

populations will be released after the new pinniped population management plans have been 

finalized. 
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VI APPENDIX 1 - CATCH DATA 

VII APPENDIX 2 - BY-CATCH DATA 

a. Short narrative 

Bycatch of marine mammals is monitored in all major fisheries in Icelandic waters, through 

logbook submissions, reports from onboard inspectors from the Directorate of Fisheries and in 

the MFRI annual gillnet survey. By-catch is reported in Appendix 2. It should be noted that 

reported by-catch numbers in logbook submissions is underrepresented to an uncertain extent 

and hence numbers should not be regarded as reliable. Further, there may be some overlap in the 

by-catch reported by fishermen and reports from the inspection. Please note that logbook data 

for 2025 and data from inspectors is not fully available yet, and will be up-dated in the 2026 

progress report. 

VIII APPENDIX 3 - STRANDINGS 

a. Short narrative 

According to the Icelandic stranding protocol, the MFRI is responsible for documentation and 

biological investigations related to cetacean standings. Therefore, all strandings should be 

reported to the MFRI, that subsequently organizes autopsies and/or biological sampling 

depending on circumstances. Genetic samples are stored in the genetic database at the institute 

and other biological samples stored at the MFRI or sent to cooperating institutes/scientists. Live-

strandings and associated actions (rescue/euthanasia etc.) are managed by the Veterinary 

Authorities (MAST). Stranding numbers for 2025 are given as requested in a separate sheet. No 

systematic records are kept of pinniped strandings in Iceland. 

 


