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Background 

The document Rules for field work and reporting regarding mineral resources (‘Field Rules’) 

(Anon., 2000) provides special provisions for field work related to mineral activities. The provi-

sions are applied to activities within areas and periods of particular significance to wildlife.  

 

The areas and provisions in the Field Rules are defined based on the existing biological 

knowledge of the time. Government of Greenland has requested a revision of Field Rules’ chap-

ter 2 and 3 including report and digital map to be available in NatureMap at www.eamra.gl (na-

turemap.eamra.gl). NatureMap is an online mapping portal for environment and nature of 

Greenland. Information from NatureMap can be viewed in NunaGIS and GovMin (Licence-

Map) as direct data link service. 

 

This brief is an update and supplement to the text of chapter 2 section 2.03.08 Areas with nar-

whals with regards to summer areas. 
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Ad. 1: General description and sensitivity  

The North-West Greenland population of narwhal (Monodon monoceros) on the national Red 

List is assessed as ‘Near Threatened’ (NT). The East Greenland population on the national Red 

List is assessed as ‘Endangered’ (EN) (Boertmann & Bay 2018). 

 

The narwhal stocks in Greenland are:  

- Qimusseriarsuaq (Melville Bugt),  

- Ikersuaq (Inglefield Bredning) and  

- East Greenland defined as from Kangertittivaq (Scoresby Sund) to Isortoq settlement 

 

They are all considered to have status as ‘highest concern’ by a recent global review on the con-

servation status of monodontid stocks (Hobbs et al. 2020). 

 

Narwhals are sensitive to anthropogenic disturbance of underwater noise from active acoustic 

sources and vessel traffic. 

 

Narwhals travel in general at a speed of 3-4 knots. It is advised not to allow vessels to travel at a 

speed higher than 5 knots in the important areas within the territorial sea baseline border during 

the sensitive periods.  

 

Experimental studies in 2017 and 2018 show that narwhals are sensitive to seismic exploration. 

They react by physiological response, change of foraging behavior, vocal activity, reduced ac-

tivity, and diving behavior. They may also react by increase of swim speed in upper part of the 

water column and approaching the coast. 

 

Considering the sensitivity to anthropogenic disturbances and the Red List status of narwhals, it 

is advised to expand the important summer areas in the Field Rules, see ad. 2 and ad. 3. 

 

Ad. 2: Periods of importance  

In the Field Rules (November 2000) the following periods are listed: 

1. In East Greenland: During the period June 1 – October 31. 

b. in North-West Greenland: During the period August 1 – October 15 

 

It is advised to change the periods to: 

1. All regions: During the period June 1 – October 31. 

 

This is supported by studies proving presence of narwhal in many of the summer areas in the 

period July 1 – October 15. The recommended period is longer to accommodate variances in 

migration of narwhal due to changes in sea ice cover. 

 

In consideration of recent years’ aerial surveys, it is advised to require a separate advisory docu-

ment for important areas to narwhal during winter and spring seasons. The surveys suggest that 

the habitats along the sea ice edge are important feeding areas for narwhals dependent on 
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changes in sea ice cover and glacier front developments, and regulations of activities could be 

relevant. 

 

Ad. 3: Areas of importance  

Revised areas are presented in Figure 1. Previous areas are presented in Figure 2 for reference. 

 

Extensive field surveys the recent years demonstrate that narwhals are active in many coastal 

waters and fjords in East and North-West Greenland during the sensitive summer period. 

 

For North-West Greenland, the areas of Qimusseriarsuaq (Melville Bugt), Ikersuaq (Inglefield 

Bredning), and Petermann Fjord must be considered very important to the narwhals during the 

summer season. 

 

Several of the fjord systems in East Greenland must be considered very important during sum-

mer. These include the North-East Water, Jøkel Bugt, Dove Bugt, Young Sund area, the 

Kangertittivaq (Scoresby Sund) fjord complex and mouth, fjords along the Blosseville Kyst, 

Kangerlussuaq, and Tasiilaq / Sermilik. 

 

Due to seasonal and annual changes in sea ice cover, the fronts of sea ice and glaciers, the areas 

important to narwhals can change accordingly. It is advised to assess the prevailing and current 

ice situation during activities of e.g., field work or transport. 

 

It is advised to change the regulations of the section in the field rules to the following: 

 

2.03.10 Narwhal summer areas. During the period June 1 – October 31, the following 

regulations apply, unless approved by the Environmental Agency for Mineral Resources 

and Activities: 

a. It is not allowed to cause disturbance, including firing guns or traveling by boat 

at speeds above 5 knots. 

b. It is not allowed to fly by of fixed-wing plane or helicopter within a vertical dis-

tance of 500 meters. 

c. It is not allowed to fly drones within a vertical or horizontal distance of 100 me-

ters. 

d. Traffic and going on ice floes are not allowed where narwhal is observed.  
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Updated map of important summer areas for narwhals 

 
Figure 1: Important summer areas for narwhals. Updated regions. November 2022 
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Previous map of important areas for narwhals 

 
Figure 2: Previous delineation of Important summer areas for narwhals. Previous regions of 

Field Rules, November 2000. 



 

 

6 

 

References 

Anon. (2000). Rules for field work and reporting regarding mineral resources (excluding hydro-

carbons) in Greenland.  https://naalakkersuisut.gl/~/media/Nanoq/Fi-

les/eamra/rules_for_fieldwork.pdf  

NAMMCO-JCNB Joint Scientific Working Group 

Joint Commission on Conservation and Management of Narwhal and Beluga, JCNB 

Boertmann, D. & Bay, C. 2018. Grønlands Rødliste 2018 – Fortegnelse over grønlandske dyr og 

planters trusselstatus. – Aarhus Universitet, Nationalt Center for Energi og Miljø (DCE) og 

Grønlands Naturinstitut. 

Boertmann, D., Blockley, D., & Mosbech, A. 2020: Greenland Sea – an updated strategic envi-

ronmental impact assessment of petroleum activities. 2nd revised edition. Scientific Report 

from DCE – Danish Centre for Environment and Energy No. 375, 386 pp. 

Dietz, R., Heide-Jørgensen, M. P. 1995. Movements and swimming speed of narwhals, Mono-

don monoceros, equipped with satellite transmitters in Melville Bay, northwest Green-

land. Canadian Journal of Zoology. 73(11): 2106-2119. https://doi.org/10.1139/z95-248 

Hansen, R.G., Fossette, S., Nielsen, N.H., Borchers, D. & Heide-Jørgensen, M.P. 2015a. Abun-

dance of narwhals in eastern Baffin Bay 2012. – NAMMCO/JCNB Joint Working Group on 

narwhals and belugas, Ottawa March 2015. 

Hansen, R.G., Fossette, S., Nielsen, N.H., Sinding, M.H.S., Borchers, D. & Heide-Jørgensen, 

M.P. 2015b. Abundance of narwhals in Melville Bay in 2012 and 2014. – NAMMCO/JCNB 

Joint Working Group on narwhals and belugas, Ottawa March 2015. 

Hansen, R.G., Borchers, D., Heide-Jørgensen, M.P. 2019. Project 7.2 and 7.3. Summer surveys 

of marine mammals in the Greenland Sea and Northeast Water and winter survey of marine 

mammals in the Northeast Water. Greenland Institute of Natural Resources. 

Heide-Jørgensen, M.P., Laidre, K.L., Burt, M.L., Borchers, D.L., Marques, T.A., Hansen, R.G., 

Rasmussen, M., Fossette, S. 2010c. Abundance of narwhals (Monodon monoceros) on the 

hunting grounds in Greenland. – Journal of Mammalogy 91: 1135-1151. 

Heide-Jørgensen, M.P., Hansen, R.G., Westdal, K., Reeves, R. & Mosbech A. 2013, Narwhals 

and seismic exploration: Is seismic noise increasing the risk of ice entrapments? – Biological 

Conservation 158: 50-54. 

Heide-Jørgensen, M.P., Nielsen, N.H., Hansen, R.G., Schmidt H.C., Blackwell, S.B., Jørgensen, 

O.A. 2015. The predictable narwhal: Satellite tracking shows behavioural similarities be-

tween isolated subpopulations. Journal of Zoologoy 297:54-65. Doi:10.1111/jzo.12257 

Hobbs, Roderick & Reeves, Randall & Prewitt, Jill & Desportes, Genevieve & Breton-Honey-

man, Kaitlin & Christensen, Tom & Citta, John & Ferguson, Steven & Frost, Kathryn & 

Garde, Eva & Gavrilo, Maria & Ghazal, Maha & Glazov, Dmitri & Gosselin, Jean-Francois 

& Hammill, Mike & Hansen, Rikke & Harwood, Lois & Heide-Jørgensen, Mads Peter & 

Inglangasuk, Gerald & Watt, Cortney. (2020). Global Review of the Conservation Status of 

Monodontid Stocks. Marine Fisheries Review. 81. 1-53. 10.7755/MFR.81.3-4.1.  

Jefferson, T.A., Karkzmarski, L., Laidre, K., O’Corry-Crowe, G., Reeves, R., Rojas-Bracho, L., 

Secchi, E., Slooten, E., Smith, B.D., Wang, J.Y. & Zhou, K. 2012. Monodon monoceros. 

The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2012: 

e.T13704A17691711. http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2012.RLTS.T13704A17691711.e

n. Downloaded on 04 August 2017 

https://naalakkersuisut.gl/~/media/Nanoq/Files/eamra/rules_for_fieldwork.pdf
https://naalakkersuisut.gl/~/media/Nanoq/Files/eamra/rules_for_fieldwork.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1139/z95-248


 

 

7 

 

Laidre, K.L., Stirling, I., Lowry, L.F., Wiig, Ø., Heide-Jørgensen, M.P. and Ferguson, S.H. 

2008. Quantifying the sensitivity of Arctic marine mammals to climate-induced habitat 

change. –  Ecological Applications 18 (supplement): S97-S125. 

Laidre, K.L, Stern, H., Kovacs, K.M., Lowry, L., Moore, S.E., Regehr, E.V., Ferguson, S.H., 

Wiig, Ø., Boveng, P., Angliss, R.P., Born, E.W., Litovka, D., Quakenbush, L., Lydersen, C., 

Vongraven, D. & Ugarte, F. 2015a. Arctic marine mammal population status, sea ice, habitat 

loss, and conservation recommendations for the 21st century. – Conservation Biology 29: 

724-737. 

Lowry, L., Laidre, K. & Reeves, R. 2017. Monodon monoceros. The IUCN Red List of Threat-

ened Species 2017: e.T13704A50367651. https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2017-

3.RLTS.T13704A50367651.en. Downloaded on 19 November 2021 

 

 

https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2017-3.RLTS.T13704A50367651.en
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2017-3.RLTS.T13704A50367651.en

