
Humpback Whales 
The humpback whale is a large, endangered mammal with a unique hump 
positioned in front of its small dorsal fin. They are often found in large groups, 
called pods, and are well-known for their singing abilities and being the 
noisiest of whales.

What do they look like?

Colour: usually dark grey.

Length: grow to around 14 to 19 metres long.

Weight: around 36,000kg.

Features: white belly, long flippers and a tail fin called the fluke.

The whales use their flippers and their fluke to slap the surface of the water and 
to push themselves through it. They also use them when they want to leap out 
of the water. Scientists are still unsure if the whales do this for enjoyment or if 
it is actually helping the whale to do a job. 

Where do they live?
Humpback whales are typically found near the coastline and travel thousands of 
miles when they migrate. In the summer months, they can be found near to the 
Arctic and Antarctic where there is plenty of food for them to eat. In the winter 
months, they move to warmer climates found nearer to the equator. This is where 
they go to find a mate and breed. 

What do they eat?
Humpback whales are baleen whales. Baleen whales have baleen plates instead 
of teeth. This means they hunt and eat their food differently to other whales 
which have teeth. They eat their food by filtering it. These large predators open 
their mouths as they head towards their prey and filter enormous amounts of 
krill, shrimp, anchovies, small fish and numerous crustaceans from the sea. They 
then push the water out of their mouths leaving just their food behind. 

Humpback whales have also been seen trapping their prey inside a ‘bubble net’. 
The whale dives into the ocean and then swims back up in a spiralling motion 
while it slowly releases bubbles from its blow hole. These bubbles form 
a sort of net around the prey causing them to be stuck within 
the bubbles. The whale then swims up through the net 
and feeds on what has been caught.
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Do they have babies?
Female humpback whales will have a calf (baby whale) about every two to four 
years and their pregnancy lasts for around 11 to 12 months. Once the calf is 
born, it will tend to stay very close to its mother so close that it can touch its 
mother with its flippers. The female will provide the calf with milk for about 
the first year of its life but it will not be a fully grown adult until it reaches   
ten years old.

Why are they endangered?
These amazing, beautiful mammals are unfortunately currently listed as 
endangered. In the 19th and early 20th century they were devastated by 
commercial fishing. In 1966, the Whaling Commission issued a ban on the 
commercial fishing of humpback whales in a move to prevent the extinction 
of these spectacular creatures. The ban worked and, 
today, the numbers of whales found in our oceans 
has risen. Let’s hope these intelligent, splendid 
whales continue to be protected.

Migrate: 
Move from one region or habitat to another according to 
the seasons.

Inhabit: To live in.

Equator: 
An imaginary line on the surface of the Earth, equal 
distance from the North and South Poles, dividing the 
Earth into northern and southern hemispheres.

Crustaceans: 
An animal which has a body covered with a hard shell           
or crust.

Glossary
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flupe
fluke
finne
sluke

Questions
1. What length do humpback whales usually grow to? Tick one. 

   10 to 13 metres
14 to 19 metres
20 to 21 metres
22 to 23 metres

2. What is the name given to the humpback whale’s tail fin? Tick one.

3. Fill in the missing words in this sentence:

Humpback whales are typically found near the coastline and                                      

                                                                                                                             .

4. In the winter months, the whales move to warmer climates. Why do they do this?                       
               
                                              

5. Find and copy a word from the text which explains that the whales naturally prey on 
other animals.                                             
                       

6. The humpback whale has no teeth. Explain how they eat their food.                                                 
               
                                                  

7. Has the commercial fishing of humpback whales ban helped increase their numbers? 
Explain your answer.             
               
                                              
                              

8. Why do you think the author decided to write about humpback whales? Explain your 
answer.              
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Answers
1. What length do humpback whales usually grow to? Tick one. 

   10 to 13 metres
14 to 19 metres
20 to 21 metres
22 to 23 metres

2. What is the name given to the humpback whale’s tail fin? Tick one.

3. Fill in the missing words in this sentence:

Humpback whales are typically found near the coastline and and travel thousands of 
miles when they migrate.

4. In the winter months, the whales move to warmer climates. Why do they do this?                       
Accept any of the following answers: It is warmer the closer you get to the equator; So 
that they can find a mate and breed.

5. Find and copy a word from the text which explains that the whales naturally prey on 
other animals.                                             
predator

6. The humpback whale has no teeth. Explain how they eat their food.                                                 
Accept any answers which explain that the whale uses plates (baleen) to filter its food 
by getting rid of the water and leaving the food behind.

7. Has the commercial fishing of humpback whales ban helped increase their numbers? 
Explain your answer.             
Accept the answer ‘yes’ and any reasonable explanation to how this has increased the 
numbers, such as: If less whales are being caught their numbers will increase. 

8. Why do you think the author decided to write about humpback whales? Explain your 
answer.              
Accept any answers which infer that the author wants to tell the rest of the world 
about these spectacular creatures and the threat they have been under.
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