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LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKER

I first met Faroese sailors during the making of my previous docu-

mentary while stormbound on a boat in gales northwest of Scot-

land. They told me about their way of hunting and said they

believed it was ending. But the further I explored the story the more

complicated it became, and it also revealed itself as being about

far more than just local whaling.

The whales were not believed to be endangered, and the hunt was

deemed sustainable. Indeed, the whales were not hunted for com-

mercial greed, but for food that was distributed communally for

free. However, a local doctor, now a professor and internationally

respected toxicologist, discovered that the local whale meat is

toxic, as it is polluted with mercury from faraway industrialized na-

tions. Coal burning power stations and gold mining account for

most of the mercury, and it isn’t just whales that are affected—

many species of fish, including tuna, swordfish and halibut, have

been shown to have very high levels. There was an important mes-

sage that these islands and the whales had for us all. 

As a result of finding out about this contamination, the majority of

Faroese have now drastically reduced their consumption of whale

meat. Hunting should decrease in proportion to that reduction in

consumption, but that’s hard to assess. And while the islanders are

slowly coming to terms with pollution, the rest of the world is suf-

fering from inertia in tackling climate change and the sources of

this problem; we are the bad guys. The plastic in birds, the mercury

in whales and the collapse of native species are real. These things

are undeniable, and they came from us. This was all very disturbing

to discover, especially in what should be a pristine corner of the

world.

Making this film wasn’t without its difficulties. We spent a total of

53 weeks filming over a four-year period. Twice we waited more

than three months for the whales to appear. Cameras were filled with sea spray, and at one point I was getting electric shocks

in my eye from a viewfinder. One particularly challenging event we filmed was the gannet hunt on the western island of

Mykines. Our sound recordist and I were lowered down 300-foot sea cliffs in the dead of night, with ropes around our waists,

the first outsiders to join the Faroese on the hunt. We spent eight hours on a four-foot ledge largely covered by birds and

nests. To add to the challenge, the camera screen broke, so I had to judge focus by distance! It was one of the happiest mo-

ments of the filming process when we all made it back to the top of the cliff.

I wanted to make a film from which all sides of the debate could learn something. The warning these whales and the islanders

give should unite us. Seeing plastic in birds and whales, and then going home to witness the use of disposable plastics in

restaurants and coal burning power stations is grim. It’s also unnecessary. The world’s population has increased over the life-

time of our older subject from approximately 2 billion to 7 billion, putting an obvious strain on the environment. Much like

the Faroese, we all need to accept the reality of our impact on the natural world and change our ways. As our puffin-stuff-

ing, nature-loving subject Jens-Kjeld says, we usually act when it’s too late; best we heed his warning. 

Mike Day

Director, The Islands and the Whales

Mike Day filming at sea in the Faroe Islands

Credit: Eystein Í Løðu
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In the opening sequence of The Islands and the Whales,

viewers share a seabird’s perspective as it glides through the

mist-shrouded bluffs of the Faroe Islands. Several hundred

miles southeast of Iceland, this self-governing archipelago is

home to 50,000 inhabitants, mostly descendants of the

Vikings. In a rugged climate inhospitable to most farming,

the Faroese have preserved ancient whale-hunting practices

out of both tradition and necessity. Against a backdrop of

stunning panoramas of seemingly unspoiled nature, the film

reveals the dangerous impact of pollution on the Faroese

way of life. Decimated seabird populations, mercury pollu-

tion and the campaigns of anti-whaling activists threaten the

islanders’ traditional diet.

Frustrated by problems not of their own making, the

Faroese consider themselves the proverbial canaries in the

coal mine, their tale a warning to the rest of the world. As a

springboard for discussion, the film raises important ques-

tions about who bears responsibility for the consequences of

global pollution, the role of government in protecting people

from health hazards and what should happen when ancient

traditions conflict with modern ethics.

INTRODUCTION
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The Faroe Islands.

Credit: Mike Day



The Islands and the Whales is well suited for use in a va-

riety of settings and is especially recommended for use

with:

• Your local PBS station 

• Groups that have discussed previous PBS and POV

films relating to animal welfare or disappearing

cultural practices, including Ella Es el Matador

(She Is the Matador), Sweetgrass and Food, Inc. 

• Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the

“Key Issues” section

• Academic departments and student groups at

colleges, universities and high schools

• High school students, youth groups and clubs

• Faith-based organizations and institutions

• Cultural, art and historical organizations,

institutions and museums

• Civic, fraternal and community groups

• Community organizations with a mission to

promote education and learning, such as local

libraries.

The Islands and the Whales is an excellent tool for out-

reach and will be of special interest to people looking to

explore the following topics:

• animal rights/animal welfare

• cooperation

• cultural preservation

• Denmark

• ecology and ecosystems 

• environmental contaminants

• environmentalism

• Faroe Islands

• fishing

• globalism

• indigenous cultures

• mercury toxicity

• Norse traditions

• PCB exposure

• pilot whales

• pollution

• public health

• sustainable food production

• whaling
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USING THIS GUIDE

This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a belief in the power of human connection, designed for people who

want to use The Islands and the Whales to engage family, friends, classmates, colleagues and communities. In contrast

to initiatives that foster debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions

conversations undertaken in a spirit of openness in which people try to understand one another and expand their think-

ing by sharing viewpoints and listening actively. 

The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help a wide range of audiences think more deeply about the issues

in the film. Rather than attempting to address them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs and interests. And

be sure to leave time to consider taking action. Planning next steps can help people leave the room feeling energized and

optimistic, even in instances when conversations have been difficult. 

For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips, visit www.pov.org/engage

POTENTIAL PARTNERS KEY ISSUES
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Faroese Hunting Traditions

The Faroe Islands are awash in wind, fog and saltwater: there

are no trees in sight, and only a few types of rugged root

vegetables can be grown locally. For centuries, the tradi-

tional cuisine of the Faroe Islands has been determined

largely by its climate and remote location, meaning islanders

are more likely to have caught their own food or received it

from neighbors than to have purchased it from a supermar-

ket. One chef dubs the local diet “survival cuisine.” However,

in recent years the Faroese have increasingly depended on

foreign-grown produce that is imported to the islands at

great expense. 

But traditionally, the Faroese have turned to the sea sur-

rounding them—no part of the Faroe Islands is more than

five kilometers (about three miles) from the Atlantic Ocean—

for fishing, whaling and seabird hunting. Faroe Islands offi-

cials defend these traditions as a sustainable alternative to

importing food, which requires heavy use of fossil fuels. They

also note that the communal nature of the whale and seabird

hunts helps to maintain social bonds within the community.

Faroese hunters take pride in knowing exactly where

their food comes from and killing the animals them-

selves, rather than relying on less sustainable and

less humane factory farming. Many Faroese learn to butcher

and process seabirds, and most homes have drying sheds to

air-dry and ferment meat in the salty sea air.

Seabird hunting can be done either on land—using nets to

catch seabirds from the air—or at sea. Every summer, young

fulmars fall from their nests in the fjords into the ocean, and

because they are too fat to fly, the Faroese harvest them

from the sea. According to a research project on seabirds

and subsistence harvesting in the North Atlantic, between

50,000 and 250,000 birds are harvested annually, primarily

fulmars and puffins. Puffin colonies have been increasingly

protected by conservation regulations, as predators, lack of

their own prey and oil pollution have threatened puffin pop-

ulations.

The grindadráp, known as “the grind,” is the type of whale

hunt practiced by the Faroese: whales are spotted and then

herded by boats into a shallow bay, where they are killed by

Bjarti Petersen hunts Guillemots for the table in a cold

 November storm. The Guillemot population has fallen from

around 300,000 pairs to only 80,000 in the last 40 years

due to environmental changes, pollution and  continued

hunting.

Credit: Mike Day
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hand with whaling knives called mønustingari. It is the

longest continuously practiced whaling tradition in the world

and has remained relatively unchanged since its inception.

Over the past several decades, Faroese hunts harvested an

average of 838 pilot whales each year. The long-finned pilot

whale (the species of pilot whale present in the North At-

lantic) is not officially endangered, although one conserva-

tion organization lists the species as “data deficient,”

meaning there is not enough evidence to judge the endan-

germent status of the population. According to the Faroese,

these hunts are conducted in accordance with international

law and principles of sustainable development. Local experts

monitor the sustainability of the hunt and health of the

whales.

In recent years, Faroese hunting has declined. “There was a

feeling amongst many that this was a tradition that would

end, and that it should be documented,” says Mike Day, di-

rector of The Islands and the Whales. Faroese hunters note

that the decline in hunting is primarily due to concerns over

the contamination of marine ecosystems with chemical tox-

ins, such as mercury and PCBs, which makes whale meat

consumption hazardous. Protests like the Sea Shepherd

Conservation Society’s anti-whaling campaign are

widely considered to bring community members closer to-

gether as they resist attempts by outsiders to intrude upon

Faroese self-sufficiency.

Sources

Coker, Elise, and Ed Ou. “Inside the Grind: The Fight for Whale Hunting

in the Faroe Islands.” Vice, March 31, 2015.

https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/4x384g/the-fight-for-

whale-hunting-in-the-faroe-islands-inside-the-grind

“Director Mike Day on The Islands and the Whales.” Creative Scotland,

June 10, 2016.

http://www.creativescotland.com/explore/read/stories/film/2016/direc

tor-mike-day-on-the-islands-and-the-whales

Eng, Karen. “Tradition or travesty? A TED Fellow’s Documentary

Investigates the Complexities of Whale Hunting in the Faroe Islands.”

TEDBlog, Apr. 17, 2015. http://blog.ted.com/a-ted-fellows-

documentary-on-whale-hunting-in-the-faroe-islands/

A customized spear used to sever the spinal cord of a pilot

whale and kill the animal as quickly as possible.

Credit: Mike Day
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Lee, Jane J. “Faroe Island Whaling, a 1,000-Year Tradition, Comes

Under Renewed Fire.” National Geographic, Sept. 12, 2014.

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/09/140911-faroe-

island-pilot-whale-hunt-animals-ocean-science/

Mohr, Høgni. “Fat Birds Are Easy Prey: Fulmar Hunting in the Faroe

Islands.” Vice, Nov. 18, 2014.

https://munchies.vice.com/en_us/article/wn7w74/fat-birds-are-easy-

prey-fulmar-hunting-in-the-faroe-islands

Seabird Harvest in the North Atlantic. “Faroe Islands.”

https://www.atlanticseabirds.info/faroe-islands

Sherriff, Lucy. “Food and the Faroe Islands: How One Small Country

Can Teach Us All a Lesson in Fighting Food Waste.” Huffington Post,

Sept. 24, 2016. http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/we-can-learn-a-

lot-from-the-faroe-islands-relationship-with-food_uk_57e38e3de4b0db

20a6e84670

Whales and Whaling in the Faroe Islands.

http://www.whaling.fo/en/home/

Environmental Concerns in the 
Faroe  Islands

Both past and ongoing pollution from nations around the

world has brought an environmental crisis to the Faroese

shores, affecting the islands’ major food sources. Over the

past several decades, contaminants from around the globe

have been carried into the northern Atlantic by the atmos-

phere and ocean currents. Chemicals and plastic waste have

harmed bird and whale populations, endangering these sta-

ples of the Faroese diet.

Increasing Mercury Levels in Aquatic Animals

Recent years have seen an increase in toxic industrial chem-

icals flowing into aquatic ecosystems in the northern hemi-

sphere. This increase is caused by greater rainfall and

melting ice due to climate change, as well as the accumu-

lated effects of industrial activity that pumps waste into the

Jens-Kjeld Hensen and his collection of new bird species that

have started breeding in the Faroe Islands.

Credit: Mike Day
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air and waterways. As smaller organisms are consumed by

larger ones, such as the pilot whales hunted by the Faroese,

the amount of mercury accumulates; the marine species at

the top of the food chain can contain up to 10 million times

the amount of methylmercury found in seawater.

The World Health Organization (WHO) identifies mercury as

one of the top 10 chemicals of major public concern: human

consumption may have damaging effects on the nervous, di-

gestive and immune systems and on lungs, kidneys, skin and

eyes. Exposure to even trace amounts of some forms of

mercury can have lifelong impact on the developing brains

of children. Almost two percent of children from subsistence

fishing communities studied by the WHO have mental im-

pairment due to mercury poisoning—and the true number of

children affected is thought to be much higher. Higher lev-

els of mercury in the bloodstream may also be linked to a

greater risk of degenerative diseases of the nervous system.

Concentrations of mercury in the North Atlantic atmosphere

are in decline. Experts attribute this to aggressive regula-

tion of mercury emissions from coal combustion and

the phasing out of commercial products using mer-

cury in North America and Europe. 

Decreasing Seabird Populations

A 2015 Australian study estimates that 90 percent of the

world’s seabirds have plastic waste in their guts and predicts

that by 2050 that figure will reach 99 percent. Sharp-edged

plastic can puncture internal organs and impede digestion;

further, some plastics absorb and concentrate environmen-

tal pollutants, which are then transferred to humans who eat

the birds. One study concluded that seabird populations de-

clined 67 percent between 1950 and 2010.

Bárður's grandfather stands among the captured seabirds.

Credit: Mike Day
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Sources

Guynup, Sharon. “Toxins Accumulate in Arctic Peoples, Animals, Study

Says.” National Geographic, Aug. 27, 2004. http://news.nationalgeo-

graphic.com/news/2004/08/0827_040827_tvarctic_toxins.html

“Mercury in Fish, Seafood May Be Linked to Higher Risk of ALS, Study

Suggests.” CBC News, Feb. 20, 2017.

http://www.cbc.ca/news/health/mercury-fish-seafood-als-study-

1.3991094

Modgil, Radha. “Should I Worry About the Mercury in the Fish I Eat?”

BBC. http://www.bbc.co.uk/guides/zs3882p

Parker, Laura. “Nearly Every Seabird on Earth Is Eating Plastic.”

National Geographic, Sept. 2, 2015.

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2015/09/15092-plastic-seabirds-

albatross-australia/

Perkins, Sid. “Nearly Every Seabird May Be Eating Plastic by 2050.”

Science, Aug. 31, 2015.

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2015/08/nearly-every-

seabird-may-be-eating-plastic-2050

“Up to 90% of Seabirds Have Plastic in Their Guts, Study Finds.” The

Guardian, Aug. 31, 2015.

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/sep/01/up-to-90-of-

seabirds-have-plastic-in-their-guts-study-finds

Von Radowitz, John. “Global Warming Could Increase Levels of Toxic

Mercury in Fish, Experts Warn.” The Independent, Jan. 27, 2017.

http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/global-warming-climate-

change-increased-toxic-mercury-levels-fish-a7549651.html

World Health Organization. “Mercury and Health.”

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs361/en/

The island of Mykines in the Faroe Islands.

Credit: Mike Day
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The REALITY of Mercury Management 
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Mercury is a chemical of global concern owing to its long-range atmospheric transport, its persistence  
in the environment once anthropogenically introduced, its ability to bioaccumulate in ecosystems and  
its signi�cant negative e�ects on human health and the environment.   
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Approximately 15 million people, 
including approximately 3 million 
women and children, participate  
in the ASGM industry in 70 countries.6

As of March 2001, 2,265 
victims had been o�cially 
recognised as having Minamata 
disease (1,784 of whom had 
died)4 and over 10,000 received 
�nancial compensation5 because of 
their potential exposure to mercury. 

35% of mercury releases 
result from gold mining.2

Mercury is most harmful 
to the development of the 
child in utero and early  
in life.1 

Mercury is considered  
by WHO as one of the  
top TEN chemicals or 
groups of chemicals of major 
public health concern.1 

Power 
generation  
is responsible for  
the emission of  
475 tonnes  
of mercury each year 
(24% of total emissions).2 

Phasing-out the use of 
non-essential mercury-containing 
products for which cost-e�ective 
alternatives exist is the most 
e�ective way to reduce releases 
from products and waste streams.

The consumption of �sh containing high levels 
of mercury, in particular those high on the food 
chain as mercury bioaccumulates, can have 
serious health consequences. 
1 ORANGE DOT = 1 μg Hg/g fish

Sources: 1. WHO Fact Sheet No. 361 (2013); 2. UNEP Global Mercury Assessment (2013); 3. BRI (2014); 4. Minamata Disease: The History and Measures; 5. Minamata 
Disease Archives; 6. UNEP (2013) The Negotiating Process.

Among selected subsistence 
�shing populations, out  
of 1,000 children, 
between 1.5 and 17 showed 
cognitive impacts caused 
by the consumption of �sh 
containing mercury.1
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No consumption  
(Hg > 0.95 μg/g)3

1 meal per month  
(Hg: 0.22 – 0.95 μg/g)

1 – 2 meals per week (Hg: 0.05 – 0.22 μg/g)

Unrestricted meals (Hg < 0.05 μg/g) 

Empowered lives. Resilient nations.
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Huldufólk

In Faroese and Icelandic folklore, the huldufólk—“hidden

people” in Icelandic—are elfish spirits who live in rocks and

stones. The huldufólk live hand-in-hand with the natural

world. According to the Faroe Islands tourism association,

they are “large in build, their clothes are all gray, and their

hair black,” and they dislike electricity. They try to gain in-

fluence over people using special psychological powers.

Residents of the Faroe Islands and Iceland, whether or not

they truly believe the tales, often reference the need to avoid

disturbing the huldufólk, who are considered unpredictable

and sometimes dangerous. If offended, the huldufólk are said

to inflict harm on people or objects. Indeed, the huldufólk

serve as a scapegoat for unexplained events or conditions

and present a compelling reason to preserve nature-cen-

tered traditions; for example, in 1978, the Icelandic road and

coastal administration reported that it was unable to reach

an agreement with the huldufólk and therefore would aban-

don plans to blast a tunnel through a hill.

Sources

Haines, Gavin. “A Land of Legend Far Faroe Away.” BBC, Dec. 10, 2013.

http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20131106-a-land-of-legend-far-faroe-

away

Hauksdóttir, G. “Construction Disrupted by Elves or Hidden People in

Iceland.” IceNews, July 15, 2016.

http://www.icenews.is/2016/07/15/construction-disrupted-by-elves-or-

hidden-people-in-iceland/#axzz4nzGVkM00

“Hiking in the Faroe Islands.” The Faroe Islands, July 2016.

http://www.visitfaroeislands.com/content/uploads/2016/07/vfi_hiking_

uk_hqcompressed.pdf

Trondur helps a long boat back into Tórshavn harbor.

Credit: Mike Day
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Bárður Isaksen – young father whose children have elevated

mercury levels but who resists calls to end whaling or to stop

eating whale meat or blubber

Pál Weihe – a doctor and the head of the Department of

Occupational Medicine and Public Health of the Faroe Islands

Selected People Featured in The Islands and the Whales



Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a

few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen or

pose a general question (examples below) and give people

some time to themselves to jot down or think about their

answers before opening the discussion:  

• If a friend asked you what this film was about, what

would you say? 

• If you could ask anyone in the film a single question,

whom would you ask and what would you ask them? 

• Describe a moment or scene in the film that you

found particularly disturbing or moving. What was it

about that scene that was especially compelling for

you?

At the end of your discussion, to help people synthesize

what they’ve experienced and move the focus from

 dialogue to action steps, you may want to choose one of

these questions:  

• What did you learn from this film that you wish

everyone knew? What would change if everyone

knew it?

• If you could require one person (or one group) to

view this film, who would it be? What would you

hope their main takeaway would be? 

• Complete this sentence: I am inspired by this film 

(or discussion) to __________.

GENERAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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A young Faroese man stands alone on a cliffside, 

hunting passing seabirds.

Credit: Mike Day
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Difficult Choices

A TV host asks, “Should the Faroese stop eating and killing

pilot whales? Or should we put our tradition before our

health?” Where do you stand on those questions? Should

outsiders have any say in the final decision, or is this exclu-

sively up to the Faroese to decide?

How do you think these people would describe their obliga-

tion to future generations?:

Pál Weihe

Bárður Isaksen and his wife

The Sea Shepherd crew

What do you think you would do if given a choice between

the physical health and the cultural heritage of your chil-

dren? Are there any traditions in your own culture that you

have considered abandoning due to health or cultural con-

cerns?

Food

Pál Weihe says unequivocally that whales are not fit for

human consumption. Despite the warning, people like Faber

Isaksen resist change and question the research: “I’ve never

heard of anyone dying from mercury. It’s all bulls**t,” says

Isaksen. Why do think so many people doubt the scientists’

research?

Weihe acknowledges that it is not “an easy thing to say to

your countrymen, that traditional foods which are so impor-

tant to our identity, cultural identity and so on, are not

healthy to eat.” Do you think a public health official should

be empowered to prohibit a practice that is thousands of

years old? Should the government be able to regulate what

you eat? Is it okay for a government to allow its citizens to

eat poison?

The distribution of whale meat begins.

Credit: Mike Day
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One community member challenges the Sea Shepherd crew:

“If we are not eating whale meat, what are we supposed to

eat instead?” When an activist responds, “Just be vegetar-

ian,” the man says, “We can’t grow many things here in the

Faroe Islands. Do you think we should go to the supermar-

ket and buy groceries and fruits and vegetables imported

from the other side of the world? It pollutes a lot.” Others

point out that whale meat is an important supplement to the

diets of people with limited incomes. Under these circum-

stances, is it reasonable for marine conservation activists to

demand that the Faroe Islands whale hunts end?

Culture

The film is framed by references to the huldufólk, and it is

explained that huldu means something one can’t see, but be-

lieves in. According to legend, huldufólk did not approve of

modern man’s encroachment on nature. The islanders were

visited by “a huldufólk who had a message, but they never

heard what he had to say.” How do these legends relate to

what’s happening to the Faroese today?

One person acknowledges that “not taking action would be

unfair to the thousands of children we’ve tested. But what

will we lose if we stop hunting whales? There’s much evi-

dence there’s goodness in the whale, not only as food, but

Professor Pál Weihe joins the crowds with his wife, for the

traditional ring dance, performed by thousands of Faroese

annually in July at the festival of Ólavsøka.

Credit: Mike Day
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also what it gives the community.” What would the people

lose if whale hunting stopped? Can you envision a new ritual

that could replace whaling? What aspects of the hunt and

harvest would it have to include (e.g., working cooperatively,

a difficult physical challenge, an essential community func-

tion like providing food)?

One of the men acknowledges that “millions of people see us

as barbarians.” After viewing the film, would you describe

the Faroese as “barbarians”?

A spokesperson for the Sea Shepherd explains, “We are not

here to fight the Faroese people. We are not here by hate.

We are here because we care, because we care [about] the

pilot whales.” Does the intention of the Sea Shepherd crew

matter? Do you believe they are doing the right thing when

they attempt to disrupt the grind?

The Faroese view efforts to end the whale hunts as cultural

imperialism. They feel that another way of life is being forced

on them. One says, “We are to be remotely controlled from

New York, Paris, London.” In your view, is what the

Faroese are experiencing an example of cultural im-

perialism? How would the situation change if the opposition

came from within instead of coming from foreigners?

Environment

Pondering the changes he has seen in the local seabirds, like

population declines and stomachs filled with plastic, a sci-

entist says, “Too often we react when it’s too late.” Why do

you think that is so? What makes it difficult to act on dan-

gers to the natural environment?

One of the men asks, “If the whales are not endangered, if it’s

sustainable, why should we stop?” How would you answer

him?

One resident of the islands says that as residents of a non-

industrial nation, “the Faroese have a strong case to accuse

the outside world of polluting our seas.” Faroese children are

Whales breaching.

Credit: Mike Day
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being poisoned by increased mercury in the ocean “because

[industrial nations] are burning coal to produce electricity

and because of other human activities.” In your view, are the

nations or corporations that have placed mercury and plas-

tic in the ocean responsible for helping the Faroe Islands ad-

dress the consequences of pollution? If so, what do you think

those nations or corporations should do? 

One person suggests that the Faroe Islands might be a good

“barometer for the rest of the planet. There are no industrial

countries nearby, so if our food is so contaminated by them,

it must be really bad elsewhere.” What signal do you think

we should be receiving from the wildlife contamination in

this remote archipelago? What did you learn from the film

about global interconnectedness?

What did you learn from the film about the food chain and

how might those insights apply to actual or potential threats

to the food chain where you live?

According to Sea Shepherd protesters, “These pilot whales

are intelligent creatures, with complex social structures,

unique family structures... That is why we are 100

percent committed to getting in the way, interfering.” What

do you believe about the nature of animals like whales? Do

you think that “intelligent creatures” are entitled to the same

protections and rights we bestow on humans? 

Faroese men run to capture a pod of whales herded 

by boats to shore.

Credit: Mike Day

Additional media literacy questions are available at:

www.pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php



Taking Action

• Make a list of the most important foods in your culture. Investigate how they are produced and whether

there are ethical issues in any step of the process from farm or the wild to your table. Discuss any issues

you find and brainstorm ways to address the problems that also allow you to preserve your cultural

heritage.

• Identify organizations working to stop the pollution that is threatening to render the whales and Faroe

Islands fish and birds too contaminated to eat. Find out how you can help.

• Assess your own mercury consumption and that of your community: Are there foods popular in your

region that may contain unsafe levels of mercury?

• Organize a campaign to educate your community about the effects of plastic waste on the environment

and specifically its devastating effect on birds. Create a flyer with tips on how to curb plastic

consumption.
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A group of men drag the whales to shore.

Credit: Mike Day



NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC: 

“FAROE ISLAND WHALING, A 1,000-YEAR TRADITION,

COMES UNDER RENEWED FIRE”

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/09/14
0911-faroe-island-pilot-whale-hunt-animals-ocean-
science/

This 2014 article summarizes the conflict between the

Faroese and the animal rights activists on the Sea

Shepherd.

NEW SCIENTIST: “FAROE ISLANDERS TOLD TO STOP

EATING ‘TOXIC’ WHALES”

www.newscientist.com/article/dn16159-faroe-islanders-
told-to-stop-eating-toxic-whales/

This 2008 news report summarizes the mercury problem

and provides links to further information

BIODIVERSITY RESEARCH INSTITUTE, CENTER FOR

MERCURY STUDIES

http://www.briloon.org/

BRI's mission is to assess emerging threats to wildlife and

ecosystems through collaborative research, and to use

scientific findings to advance environmental

awareness and inform decision makers.

SEA SHEPHERD CONSERVATION SOCIETY

www.seashepherd.org/

This is the website of the marine wildlife conservation

organization that is trying to stop the Faroe Islands whale

hunts. The website includes several statements explaining

the group’s position: www.seashepherd.org/news-and-

commentary/commentary/ (scroll down to 2015).

FAROE ISLANDS

www.government.fo/

The official website of the Faroe Islands government.

FRONTLINE: FAROE ISLANDS – MESSAGE FROM THE

SEA

www.pbs.org/frontlineworld/stories/faroe605/

Resources related to this 2007 documentary include

information about Faroese culture and an interview with

the doctor featured in The Islands and The Whales

RESOURCES
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Original Online Content on POV  
To further enhance the broadcast, POV has produced an interactive website to enable viewers to explore the film in

greater depth. The The Islands and the Whales website—www.pbs.org/pov/theislandsandthewhales—offers a

streaming video trailer for the film; an interview with filmmaker; a list of related websites, articles and books; a

downloadable lesson plan; and special features.

FILM-RELATED WEB SITES 

THE ISLANDS AND THE WHALES

http://www.theislandsandthewhales.com/ 

https://www.facebook.com/theislandsandthewhales/



HOW TO BUY THE FILM

To order The Islands and the Whales for home use, 
go to http://www.intrepidcinema.com/. 

The See it On PBS logo is a trademark of the Public Broadcasting Service and is used with permission. All rights reserved.

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.,

POV is public television’s premier showcase

for nonfiction films. The series airs Mondays at

10 p.m. on PBS from June to September, with primetime specials

during the year. Since 1988, POV has been the home for the

world’s boldest contemporary filmmakers, celebrating intriguing

personal stories that spark conversation and inspire action. Always

an innovator, POV discovers fresh new voices and creates inter-

active experiences that shine a light on social issues and elevate

the art of storytelling. With our documentary broadcasts, original

online programming and dynamic community engagement cam-

paigns, we are committed to supporting films that capture the

imagination and present diverse perspectives.

POV films have won 36 Emmy® Awards, 19 George Foster

Peabody Awards, 12 Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Awards,

three Academy Awards®, the first-ever George Polk Documen-

tary Film Award and the Prix Italia. The POV series has been hon-

ored with a Special News & Documentary Emmy Award for

Excellence in Television Documentary Filmmaking, three IDA

Awards for Best Curated Series and the National Association of

Latino Independent Producers Award for Corporate Commitment

to Diversity. More information is available at www.pbs.org/pov. 

POV Digital www.pbs.org/pov

Since 1994, POV Digital has driven new storytelling initiatives

and interactive production for POV. The department created

PBS's first program website and its first web-based documen-

tary (POV's Borders) and has won major awards, including a

Webby Award (and six nominations) and an Online News Asso-

ciation Award. POV Digital continues to explore the future of in-

dependent nonfiction media through its digital productions and

the POV Hackathon lab, where media makers and technologists

collaborate to reinvent storytelling forms. @povdocs on Twitter.  

POV Community Engagement and Education 

POV's Community Engagement and Education team works with

educators, community organizations and PBS stations to pres-

ent more than 650 free screenings every year. In addition, we

distribute free discussion guides and standards-aligned lesson

plans for each of our films. With our community partners, we in-

spire dialogue around the most important social issues of our

time.

American Documentary, Inc.  www.amdoc.org

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company

dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary

stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in

mainstream media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public cul-

ture, developing collaborative strategic engagement activities

around socially relevant content on television, online and in com-

munity settings. These activities are designed to trigger action,

from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities and

community participation.

Major funding for POV is provided by PBS, The John D. and

Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the John S. and James L.

Knight Foundation, Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and

National Endowment for the Arts. Additional funding comes

from Nancy Blachman and David desJardins, Bertha Foundation,

The Fledgling Fund, Marguerite Casey Foundation, Ettinger

Foundation, New York State Council on the Arts, New York City

Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with the City Coun-

cil, Ann Tenenbaum and Thomas H. Lee, and public television

viewers. POV is presented by a consortium of public television

stations, including KQED San Francisco, WGBH Boston and

THIRTEEN in association with WNET.ORG.

You can follow us on Twitter @POVengage 
for the latest news from 

POV Community Engagement & Education.

Media Sponsor:

Front cover: Bárður Isaksen, a fisherman, scans the sea for
seabirds to catch for the table. He will provide his family with
fulmars, guillemots, and other local seabirds, but is always
hopeful to spot a pod of pilot whales. 
Credit: Mike Day

http://www.americandocumentary.org

