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	Right whales (Eubalaena spp.) are baleen whales. There are two types of right whale, the northern right whale and the southern right whale. They are called right whales because whalers thought they were the ‘right’ whale to kill. The whalers thought this for a number of reasons. Firstly they were easy to catch because they were slower swimmers than many other whales. In addition right whales had lots of blubber (fat) and they floated when they were dead. 

Right whales are found in temperate seas in both the northern and southern hemisphere. They generally live at the surface of the ocean. Southern right whales live at latitudes between 20°-55° but will occasionally venture down to 63°. 

Right whales share some features with other whales but also have some distinct differences. Right whales have no dorsal fin and have large flippers. They have a bow-shaped lower jaw and a head that can be one-quarter of the length of the body. The right whale’s head has hair and horny growths called callosities. These are found behind the blowhole, on the chin, above the eyes, on the lower lip, and on the rostrum, or upper jaw. Right whales have very small eyes, large lips, and two blowholes. They breathe air at the surface of the water through the two blowholes. These are located near the top of the head. The right whale's skin is usually black to dark gray with white and/or brown patches. The females are slightly larger than the males. Northern right whale females grow to approximately 15.2 metres long, whereas males are about 15m long. They weigh approximately 54,000 kg. Southern right whale females are about 16.5m long, whilst males are about 15.2 m long.  


Right whales are seasonal feeders and carnivores that filter feed on plankton and tiny crustaceans in the water. They swim slowly with their mouths open, constantly eating. On occasion, they are also bottom feeders, eating prey from the mud on the ocean floor. Right whales have about 200-270 pairs of black baleen plates with bristles or hairs, which hang from their jaws. Baleen plates can be up to 3m long. The fine hairs on the baleen plates filter out very tiny prey such as microscopic crustaceans. 
The gestation period of the right whale is about 12 months and the mother usually has only one calf. When the calf is born, the mother uses her flippers to help it swim to the surface for its first breath. Within 30 minutes of its birth the baby whale can swim. The newborn calf is about 4.8 to 6 metres long. The baby is fed its mother's milk until about one year when it is weaned. Although right whales do not live in social groups, calves live with their mothers.

Little is known about the life expectancy of these whales. However right whales are an endangered species. Northern right whales are near extinction due to hunting in the past. It is estimated that there are only 500-1,000 northern right whales alive. There are more southern right whales, perhaps as many as 3,000, but they are also close to extinction.


