Rare blue whales feeding near Taranaki
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The research team has taken hundreds of photos to identify individual whales, as well as tissue samples (Photo: Deb Glasgow)
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Rare blue whales may actually be foraging off the Taranaki coast rather than just passing through, scientists say.

Nearly 50 of the marine leviathans have been spotted in the South Taranaki Bight in the past week by a team of scientists aboard the NIWA research vessel Ikatere.

"It is very exciting to see these whales and start the process of collecting important data on this undescribed population and poorly understood foraging habitat," said NIWA marine ecologist Leigh Torres.

The scientists have also been able to detect their plankton prey both visually and at depth using hydro-acoustics.

Last year, Dr Torres published a paper discussing the possibility of a blue whale foraging ground in the South Taranaki Bight because there were more whales there than expected.

It was previously thought that the whales were only travelling through New Zealand waters while migrating.

There are just four blue whale foraging grounds in the Southern Hemisphere, outside of Antarctic waters.

The Taranaki whales are showing similar behaviour to blue whales seen feeding in the Bonney upwelling off Australia's southern coast, says blue whale scientist Pete Gill.

Dr Torres said field work was the next logical step to document the foraging ground and collect vital information on this blue whale population and their ecological patterns.

The whales were extensively hunted during the whaling era in the Southern Hemisphere, which dramatically decreased their numbers.

A recent increase in reported sightings was also linked to a prominent upwelling system that generates large clouds of plankton into the Bight - perfect for blue whales to feed on.
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