
Humpback whales
Fact Sheet

Humpback whales don’t sleep 
like you do – they need to 
remain conscious to continue 
to breathe and are thought to 
rest by activating half their brain 
at a time.

1

Humpback whales can 
dive more than 100 metres 
underwater and not come up 
for air for up to 15-20 minutes!

2

When they come to the surface 
to breathe humpback whales 
rapidly exhale to clear the air 
from their lungs and make a 
‘blow’ of spray that can shoot 
a few metres up into the air. 

3

Male humpback whales are 
known for the beautiful songs 
they sing which are thought 
to attract females. Sometimes 
they will sing for 30 minutes!

4

Humpback whales can migrate 
more than 16,000 kilometres 
each year between their winter 
tropical breeding grounds and 
their summer Antarctic feeding 
grounds - one of the longest 
migratory journeys of any 
mammal on Earth.

5

WHALE 
OF A TALE!

Humpback whales can grow to about 
15 metres in length and can weigh 
up to 30-40 tonnes, making them the 
largest of the sea creatures found near 
Gladstone.

These gentle giants usually have 
black colouration on their upper body 
surfaces, with white areas on the belly, 
under their long pectoral fins and on 
the underside of their tail (flukes). These 
unique black and white markings are 
like fingerprints, no two are exactly the 
same!

Instead of teeth, humpback whales 
have plates made of stiff bristles called 
baleen that hang down from their upper 
jaw. Baleen looks like giant toothbrush 
bristles, but it is made of keratin, the 
same structure that makes up human 
fingernails and hair.

Favourite foods
Despite the great size of humpback 
whales, krill  – crustaceans that grow to 
about 5-6 centimetres long – are their 
main food source. 

They filter feed about 1000 kilograms 
of these tiny crustaceans a day through 
their baleen, and in some areas they 
also eat small fish. As newborns, 
humpback calves will drink many litres 
of their mother’s milk every day and will 
rapidly gain weight.

Local population 
status
Whaling caused the Australian east 
coast population of humpback whales 
to crash, leaving only a few hundred 
whales but the population has mostly 
recovered and now there are over 
20,000 whales, with numbers growing 
by about 10% every year.

Humpback whales are listed 
as Vulnerable under both the 
Commonwealth Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
and Queensland’s Nature Conservation 
Act 1992.

The humpback whales 
of the Gladstone region

A single krill 
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Humpback whale and calf
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Being big doesn’t mean being safe
•  Tourists and locals that get too close to humpback whales when  

breeding or trying to rest can cause them disturbance and stress.

•  Despite their size, humpback whales can be seriously injured by  
boat strike so it is important you always go slow for those below!

•  Humpback whales can become trapped in commercial fishing nets  
and shark nets and and drown when they can’t get back  
up to the surface for air. 

Lifecycle of an 
ocean giant
Humpback whales are thought to live for 
more than 90 years and adult females 
can give birth on average every two 
years.

Calves are about four metres long when 
born and reach sexual maturity from the 
age of about four to 11 years.

While humpbacks spend most of 
the time on their own, they do come 
together to mate and sometimes to 
feed.

Ways to look
after us!
• Never harass or chase whales 

with your boat. 

• Look after your fishing gear – 
don’t let hooks, nets, or fishing 
line fall overboard.

• Remember that all drains lead 
to the ocean – always put your 
rubbish in a bin and never pour 
chemicals down the drain.

• Learn and follow the rules for 
whale watching: 

We got your (hump) back!

Find out more
Australian Department of  
the Environment
www.environment.gov.au

Australian Antarctica Division
www.antarctica.gov.au

Wild About Whales (NSW Govt)
www.wildaboutwhales.com.au

Image sourced from www.environment.nsw.gov.au

Say hi as we swim 
on by!
Humpback whales can be found off the 
coast of Gladstone from June to August 
as they migrate north through the Great 
Barrier Reef to mate and give birth.

They return past Gladstone from about 
September as they swim south to colder 
food-rich waters near Antarctica for the 
summer. During these long journeys the 
young calves stay close to their mum for 
protection from predators.

During their migration, humpbacks swim 
along the Australian coastline, usually 
within 10 kilometres from shore.
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www.environment.gov.au/marine/publications/australian-national-
guidelines-whale-and-dolphin-watching-2005
http://www.antarctica.gov.au
http://www.wildaboutwhales.com.au/whale-facts/species/humpback-whales
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au

