
Single ridge running from blowhole 
to tip of rostrum (Bryde’s whale has 

3 parallel ridges)

Predominantly steel grey 
body, possibly mottled with 

scars, but not  the promi-
nent swirls and blazes of fin 

whales Slender and erect 
dorsal fin

The head slopes down 
from the blowhole to the 

snout

Tail flukes small in 
relation to body size

Thick tail stock

Paler underside may be 
mottled with circular scars 
from cookie cutter sharks 

and lampreys
40-65 throat grooves 
that extend to navel

Slender and relatively 
short flippers – dark 

above and below

Females are slightly 
larger than males, but 
there is no way to dis-
tinguish them at sea

Unlike fin whales, the lower 
“lip” is the same colour on 

both the left and right
sides

Distribution: temperate and subpolar regions (see map below and full list of countries in 
the  detailed species account online at: https://wwhandbook.iwc.int/en/species/sei-whale)

 (Balaenoptera borealis)Sei whale Adult length: up to 18m (female)
Adult weight: up to 45,000kg (female)
Newborn: 4.5-4.8m /725kg

Sei whales in the Southern Hemisphere are slightly larger than those in the 
Northern Hemisphere. Photo courtesy of Paula Olson

The typical blow and surfacing pattern of a sei whale

Individual  sei whales can be recognised the nicks and 
scars on their dorsal fins and the blaze or saddle  on 
their flanks, through a process called photo-identifica-
tion (photos  courtesy of IWC Archives).

Threats:   ship strikes, climate change 

Habitat:   offshore 

Diet:         plankton (copepods, krill), small schooling fish

IUCN  Conservation status: Endangered

Sei whales are one  of the least un-
derstood species of baleen whale.

Sei whales may  occasionally mate with 
fin whales , creating hybrid offspring.

Sei whales are fast swimmers, 
reaching speeds of up to 25km/hr

Fun Facts

Sei whales are widely distributed in temperate and sub-polar regions, but 
appear to be absent from a band around the equator.   One of the least well 
understood baleen whales, they are often confused with Bryde’s whales 
at sea.  Two sub-species are recognized in the Southern Hemisphere (B. b. 
schlegelii) and the Northern Hemisphere (B. b. borealis).

Sei whale distribution. Adapted by Nina Lisowski from J Copyright Elsevier:  
http://www.elsevier.com


