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American Cetacean Society – Monterey Bay Chapter
PO Box H E, Pacific Grove, CA 93950

MONTHLY MEETING AT HOPKINS MARINE STATION,
LECTURE HALL BOAT WORKS BUILDING
(ACROSS FROM THE AMERICAN TIN CANNERY OUTLET STORES)
MEETING IS OPEN TO THE PUBLIC
MEETING DATE:
Thursday, October 30, 2014
Time: 7:30 PM
PLEASE JOIN US AT 7:00 FOR REFRESHMENTS
Speaker: Skyler Thomas, Founder and Videographer,
White Shark Video
Skyler Thomas established the nonprofit White Shark
Video in San Francisco five years ago to help call
attention to the plight of overhunted and frequently
misunderstood white sharks. His motto is “turning
research into film” as he swims underwater with white
sharks – and more recently humpback whales –
recording their movements, behaviors and feedings.
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“I do think sharks are really cool,” he told a recent interviewer. “The main reason I
focus on them is that I think they are in really big trouble and need people to tell their
story… If everybody sees what I saw, maybe they would have a harder time killing
them or holding them captive.”
Skyler’s most recent posting is an 11-minute video he posted on Animal Bytes TV
in September, called “Swimming with Whales: Price of Existence.” It includes
incredible underwater footage of humpback whales interacting with snorkelers, and
mom and baby whales nuzzling and snuggling like they were weightless in their
motion and tenderness
He is a graduate of San Jose State University, with a bachelor’s degree in biology and
a master’s in digital media.
Please join us for refreshments before the program begins. More information is
available on our website, www.acsmb.org.
Our next program will combine the holiday months and will be on Thursday,
December 4 at 7:30pm, when Tierney Thys tells us what she’s learned from 14 years
of studying giant sunfish (mola) and why it matters.

Long-beaked Common Dolphins
and Sea Lion near Moss Landing on
Sept. 22, 2014. (Credit: Daniel
Bianchetta).
.
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Oct. 19: Science Sunday at the Seymour Center in
Santa Cruz. Join Gary Griggs, Director of the
Institute of Marine Sciences at UCSC, at 1pm for
Sand Wars, including a screening of the
documentary and presentation about the demand for
sand resources.

October 2014

Nov. 3-9: BLUE Ocean Film Festival and
Conservation Summit. St. Petersburg Hilton Hotel,
St. Petersburg, Florida.
Nov. 6-9: 18th Annual Sitka Whalefest in Sitka,
Alaska. Theme: Gizmos and Gadgets: The
Technology that Rocks Our World. For more info
please go to sitkawhalefest.org.
Nov. 13-16: 95th Annual Meeting of the Society of
Western Naturalists in Seattle-Tacoma, WA. For
more info and registration please go to
westsocnat.com

CALIFORNIA BLUE WHALES REBOUND
FROM WHALING; FIRST OF THEIR KIN TO
DO SO

Plan to attend the 14th International Conference of the
American Cetacean Society at the Hyatt Regency
Newport Beach from November 7-9, 2014. Two full
days of outstanding speakers include Ken Balcomb,
Bob Pitman, Joy Reidenberg, Bill Keener, Judy St.
Leger, Alisa Schulman-Janiger, Jeremy Goldbogen,
Naomi Rose and Ari Friedlander, among other
distinguished scientists. The ACS International
Conference is dedicated to Alan Baldridge.
Conference registration can be made
at 2014acsconference.eventbrite.com/ or
at acsonline.org.
Discounted room block rates at the Hyatt Regency
Newport Beach for conference attendees expires
on 10/19/14. Guests can reserves rooms two ways:
1. By Phone: Call our central reservation line at (888)
421-1442 and referencing the American Cetacean
Society room block
2. Online: https://resweb.passkey.com/go/AMCS14

American Cetacean Society – Monterey Bay

By Sandra Hines
Sep. 5, 2014 — The number of California blue
whales has rebounded to near historical levels,
according to new research by the University of
Washington, and while the number of blue whales
struck by ships is likely above allowable U.S. limits,
such strikes do not immediately threaten that
recovery.
This is the only population of blue whales known
to have recovered from whaling – blue whales as a
species having been hunted nearly to extinction.
Blue whales – nearly 100 feet in length and
weighing 190 tons as adults – are the largest animals
on earth. And they are the heaviest ever, weighing
more than twice as much as the largest known
dinosaur, the Argentinosaurus. They are an icon of the
conservation movement and many people want to
minimize harm to them, according to Trevor Branch,
UW assistant professor of aquatic and fishery
sciences.
“The recovery of California blue whales from
whaling demonstrates the ability of blue whale
populations to rebuild under careful management and
conservation measures,” said Cole Monnahan, a UW
doctoral student in quantitative ecology and resource
management and lead author of a paper on the subject
posted online Sept. 5 by the journal Marine Mammal
Science. Branch and André Punt, a UW professor of
aquatic and fisheries sciences, are co-authors.
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California blue whales are at their most visible
while at feeding grounds 20 to 30 miles off the
California coast, but are actually found along the
eastern side of the Pacific Ocean from the equator up
into the Gulf of Alaska.
Today they number about 2,200, according to
monitoring by other research groups. That’s likely 97
percent of the historical level according to the model
the co-authors used. That may seem to some a
surprisingly low number of whales, Monnahan said,
but not when considering how many California blue
whales
were
caught.
According
to new
dataMonnahan, Branch and another set of co-authors
published earlier this summer in PLOS ONE,
approximately 3,400 California blue whales were
caught between 1905 and 1971.
“Considering the 3,400 caught in comparison to
the 346,000 caught near Antarctica gives an idea how
much smaller the population of California blue whales
was likely to have been,” Branch said.
The catches of blue whales from the North Pacific
were unknown until scientists – in particular Yulia
Ivashchenko of Southern Cross University in
Australia – put on their detective caps and teased out
numbers from Russian whaling archives that once
were classified as secret but are now public. The
numbers Russian whalers had publicly reported at one
time were incomplete and inaccurate – something that
was admitted in the late 1990s – but there wasn’t
access to the real numbers until recently.
For the work published in PLOS ONE, the
scientists then used acoustic calls produced by the
whales to separate – for the first time – the catches
taken from the California population from those
whales taken in the western Northern Pacific near
Japan and Russia. The two populations are generally
accepted by the scientific community as being
different. Places where acoustic data indicated one
group or the other is present were matched with
whaling catches.
In the subsequent Marine Mammal Science paper
just out, the catches were among the key pieces of
information used to model the size of the California
blue whale population over time – a model previously
used by other groups to estimate populations of
hundreds of fish and various other whale species.
The population returning to near its historical
level explains the slowdown in population growth,
noted in recent years, better than the idea of ship
strikes, the scientists said.
There are likely at least 11 blue whales struck a
year along the U.S. West Coast, other groups have
determined, which is above the “potential biological

American Cetacean Society – Monterey Bay

Page 3

October 2014

California blue whales – the cow is 76 feet long and the calf is
47 feet – swim near the California Channel Islands. (Credit: J
Gilpatrick/M Lynn/NOAA).

removal” of 3.1 whales per year allowed by the U.S.
Marine Mammal Protection Act.
The new findings says there could be an 11-fold
increase in vessels before there is a 50 percent chance
that the population will drop below what is considered
“depleted” by regulators.
“Even accepting our results that the current level
of ship strikes is not going to cause overall population
declines, there is still going to be ongoing concern that
we don’t want these whales killed by ships,” Branch
said.
Without ship strikes as a big factor holding the
population back – and no other readily apparent
human-caused reason (although noise, chemical
pollution and interactions with fisheries may impact
them) – it is even more likely that the population is
growing more slowly because whale numbers are
reaching the habitat limit, something called the
carrying capacity.
“We think the California population has reached
the capacity of what the system can take as far as blue
whales,” Branch said.
“Our findings aren’t meant to deprive California
blue whales of protections that they need going
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forward,” Monnahan said. “California blue whales are
recovering because we took actions to stop catches
and start monitoring. If we hadn’t, the population
might have been pushed to near extinction – an
unfortunate fate suffered by other blue whale
populations.”
“It’s a conservation success story,” Monnahan
said.
Funding for students working on the research in
Branch’s lab comes through the Joint Institute for the
Study of the Atmosphere and Ocean, a collaboration
between the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration
and
UW.
http://www.washington.edu/news/2014/09/05/californiablue-whales-rebound-from-whaling-first-of-their-kin-to-doso/

POPULATION STRUCTURE OF
WHALES IN THE NORTH PACIFIC

BLUE

by Cole Monnahan
Sep. 4, 2014 — Do some blue whales belong to
different “countries” that speak different “languages”?
This idea of how blue whales are broken down into
separate groups is called “population structure.” How
would you figure out the population structure? Before
going into that, we need to take a step back and look
at what information we have on the whales.
Whaling vessels had on-board biologists which
kept remarkably detailed and accurate data on
thousands of blue whales over the decades of
exploitation. Most of what we know about their basic
biology comes from the data: how long they are, when
they reach sexual maturity, what they eat and when,
differences between males and females, etc. (The
whaling data offer great value, and I think it would be
a shame to not learn as much as possible from it, but
that’s a different topic and I digress). Whaling for blue
whales ended in the 1970s – what have we learned
since then? A lot, it turns out, and without killing any
blue whales for research. One population of blue
whales feeds within miles of the coast of southern
California, and return there summer after summer.
This “California” population is a godsend to biologists
trying to peer into the world of this mysterious animal,
because normally they are too far offshore to easily
study. The consistent proximity lets dedicated
biologists execute a wide variety of research studies,
many of which we will write about later. It may sound
a bit strange at first, but it’s hard to find and study the
largest animal on the planet.
One reason it’s hard to find them, is because their
habitat is the Pacific Ocean—something we often
overlook. Don’t believe me? Just look at any standard
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global map: the continents are square in the middle
and the Pacific Ocean is a little strip on the outer
edges of the map. This does the ocean a great
injustice! It turns out the Pacific Ocean is absolutely
enormous – it covers roughly 1/3 of the planet! See
for yourself. From this perspective it’s the continents
that only make up a sliver on each side. Don’t get me
wrong, I understand the reason we terrestrial creatures
ignore the Pacific Ocean, but for blue whales the
ocean is the center of the map. The point here is that
blue whale habitat is enormous and has no physical
barriers. It’s no wonder then that blue whales were
caught throughout the Pacific Ocean (and all oceans,
but today we’re focusing on the Pacific).
But it raises questions: How far do the California
blue whales go when they disappear in the winter
months? Do all blue whales in the Pacific belong to
the population? After all they looked the same to
whalers. It’s clear physical obstacles, like a continent,
could prevent blue whales in different oceans from
interacting and breeding. But there could also be
whales that share habitat during part of the year, but
don’t breed because they migrate to different breeding
locations in the same ocean. Which populations exist
and where (the population structure) remains an
important open question regarding blue whales.
It’s an important question because each
population must be considered and managed
separately when tracking their numbers over time
(something we call “population dynamics”). For
instance, whales caught or accidentally killed in one
population will have no impact on the population size
of another. Likewise, two populations may have a

Tracks of blue whales tagged off California. Individual whales
move through the entire eastern North Pacific ocean. (Credit:
Bailey, H., et al., Behavioural estimation of blue whale movements
in the Northeast Pacific from state-space model analysis of satellite
tracks. Endangered Species Research, 2010. 10(1-3): p. 93-106).
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dramatically different status: one might be critically
endangered while another is nearly rebuilt.
It’s also a difficult question to answer. How do we
prove distinct populations exist? Up until the 1990s
there wasn’t much to go on besides intuition and
speculation from looking at whaling records. But in
the late 1990s a series of studies lead by Kate Stafford
came out with a fascinating glimpse into the world of
the blue whale in the North Pacific. The scientists
used underwater microphones (hydrophones) to
record the sounds made by whales over time, across
big swaths of the central and eastern North Pacific
Ocean. They found something remarkable: there were
two distinct blue whale “calls” – it was as if there
were two dialects of the blue whale language (we’ll
call them the “western” and “eastern” call types).
Further, there were clear patterns in when and where
these calls occurred. Only the western call occurred in
the Aleutian Islands in Alaska, while only the eastern
call was only heard off California and near the
equator. Perhaps the most interesting finding is that in
the Gulf of Alaska, no whales were detected calling in
the winter, but both call types were heard there in the
summer and fall.
By looking at when the calls occurred and where,
it suddenly made sense that there were two
populations that migrated to the Gulf of Alaska for the
summer, and then migrated back home for the winter.
The western whales seemed to disappear off the radar
(or in this case hydrophones) toward Russia and
Japan, while the eastern whales seemed to go south
toward the equator. The idea of distinct populations
made sense, and was further confirmed by a study in
2008 that looked at lengths from whaling records and
recent aerial photographs. The researchers found that,
on average, blue whales from the western half of the
North Pacific were longer than those in the eastern
half. The picture of population structure was starting
to become a little clearer. If there really are two
populations which breed on different sides of the
largest ocean on the planet, they would face different
environmental pressures for survival (the temperature
of the water they spend their time in, their food
sources, etc.) and their bodies would adapt
accordingly with enough time. But we would expect
their social behavior (like different language dialects)
to continue to change and adapt as well. So it was
pretty convincing there were two populations.
But wait, how do we know that all of the eastern
whales are all from one population? Is it even possible
that whales could go from the equator to Alaska to
feed for a few months? There could be multiple
eastern populations that were more similar, so that the
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lengths and calls were the same, but still distinct. This
question was pretty well put to rest after extensive
satellite tag tracks were published in 2010. Blue
whales tagged off California zipped up to the Gulf of
Alaska and down to the equator off Central America,
with some also going into the Gulf of California. So it
seems likely that there is one population that spreads
out to feed throughout the year. But these tags have
also shown us (so far) that blue whales do not cross
the equator or go past Hawaii all the way west to
Japan and Russia. So we learned that the California
population in reality was a subset of the whales
stopping to feed offshore and the “eastern North
Pacific” (ENP) population would be a better name.
This population was the focus of my Master’s thesis.
So what do we know about the population
structure in other areas? In the western North Pacific,
we know there is at least one population that spends a
significant portion of their time, including the mating
season, too far west for our hydrophones to hear them.
The truth is no one knows what populations exist (or
existed) in the western North Pacific. Thousands of
whales were caught off Japan early in the 1900s, but
none have been seen since. Was that a population that
was killed off forever? Where do the blue whales go
during the winter months to breed? These are exciting
questions for future researchers to tackle.
http://bluewhalenews.org/population-structure-bluewhales-north-pacific/

A PORPOISE IS ENSNARED BY CRIMINALS
AND NETS
by Elisabeth Malkin
Sep. 14, 2014 — It is a
rare
moment
when
scientists can point to an
animal at the edge of
extinction and predict
when it might disappear
forever. But it is happening
here, under the golden
waters of the desert-rimmed sea, where a small
porpoise has almost vanished.
Nobody imagined that the end would approach so
quickly. What changed was the appearance of a new
threat to the snub-nosed porpoise known as
the vaquita: organized crime.
The vaquita, a shy marine mammal, is simply
collateral damage as poachers here sweep up another
endangered species, a giant fish called the totoaba, to
please consumers in China. The vaquitas become
entangled and die in the nets set for totoaba.
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Fewer than 100 vaquitas are living today, their population
nearly wiped out by poachers sweeping up another rare
species and shrimp fishermen casting huge nets. (Credit:
Adriana Zehbrauskas, NY Times).

Like the Chinese demand for other rare animal
parts, including shark fins, the market for totoaba is
driven by customers who pay generously, in this case,
for the totoaba’s swim bladder. Dried and served in
soup, it is believed to have medicinal qualities.
With each kilogram of swim bladder fetching as
much as $10,000 here, its sale is more lucrative than
that of marijuana.
The effect of the totoaba poaching on the vaquita
came as a shock to conservationists. A study released
in July concluded that half of the population, which
inhabits the northern reaches of the Gulf of California,
had been killed in two years, leaving just 97 vaquitas.
The numbers prompted a group of Mexican and
international vaquita experts to issue a dramatic
warning. Without drastic steps to save the world’s
smallest marine mammal, the group said, it would
disappear within four years.
“It’s definitely the last call for this species,” said
Barbara Taylor, a marine mammal expert who is part
of the scientists’ group, the International Committee
for the Recovery of the Vaquita.
The only way to restore the vaquita, the experts
said, would be to shut down the illegal totoaba trade
and impose severe new restrictions on the shrimp
fisheries here when the season begins on Saturday.
“We’re encouraging them to reinvent the northern
gulf,” said Dr. Taylor, a scientist with the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. “I don’t
trivialize how difficult it will be. These guys making
millions of dollars trafficking in endangered species
are not going to go quietly.”
Nor will the local shrimp fishermen.
“They are more interested in the vaquita than in
human beings,” Raúl Gutiérrez, a fisherman in this
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town on the west side of the gulf, said of the
conservationists.
Until now, the shrimp fishermen have been the
focus of the effort to protect the vaquita in the
northern Gulf of California. Their long gillnets sway
like curtains in the current and have been lethal to the
porpoise.
Mexican officials say they are taking the
committee’s recommendations to heart. Eight navy
speedboats are scheduled for delivery in the northern
gulf over the next few weeks, and more are expected
next year. The government will start aerial monitoring
with two light planes and eventually drones, said
Rafael Pacchiano Alamán, an under secretary with the
Mexican Environment Ministry.
But it may be the fishermen, not the poachers,
who feel the rule of law first. Mr. Pacchiano said the
authorities would also start enforcing regulations on
the length of fishing nets: 200 meters, or about 220
yards. Fishermen acknowledge that they typically set
them five times as long.
The prospect of new limits on how and where
shrimp can be caught has caused anxiety in the gulf’s
northern fishing villages.
Carlos Alberto Tirado, the leader of one of the
fishing federations in the small town of El Golfo de
Santa Clara, on the northeastern tip of the gulf, said
that scientists’ recommendation to ban all gillnets
across a wide area of the northern gulf would wipe out
the industry.
“They deal with conservation, but they do not deal
with how the communities will remain communities,”
he said. “They would become ghost towns.”
Officials acknowledge that measures to save the
vaquita will hurt the fishermen. “It’s a big dilemma,”
said Juan José Guerra Abud, Mexico’s environment
secretary. “But without doubt, the objective is to
preserve it. We are looking for what kind of stimulus,
what kind of support we can give to compensate.”
Conservationists argue that there is a way for
fishermen to continue working without harming the
vaquita, by switching to baglike trawl nets that do not
snare the porpoise.
But Antonio García Orozco, a fisherman who has
been working with environmental groups on the trawl
net’s design, said it could not work when miles of
gillnets are stretched out across the fishing grounds.
“We need time and space to demonstrate that we can
get 100 percent” of the catch.
The government had planned to phase in the new
nets by 2016. But even the fishermen who made the
switch voluntarily say they cannot provide for their
families.
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“We are considered the heroes of the vaquita
because we were the first to change,” said Javier
Valverde, 66, one of the few fishermen to have seen
the elusive animal. “But we are losing a lot.”
The jolt of urgency now comes after the
government has already spent about $55 million since
2007 to protect the vaquita.
It began paying compensation to fishermen for the
loss of fishing grounds after an area of 1,260 square
kilometers, or 486 square miles, was declared offlimits as a vaquita refuge in 2005. There was another
subsidy to change to trawl nets. Then there was a
payout to encourage the fishermen to switch to
tourism, but few could make it work.
Still, there was progress. The population decline
fell to 4.5 percent a year by 2010, about half of what it
was in earlier years.
The totoaba trade reversed that, speeding up the
loss to 18.5 percent a year.
The authorities on both sides of the MexicanUnited States border are just beginning to get a
glimpse of how totoaba smuggling works. Last year,
after officials at the Calexico border crossing in
California found 27 totoaba bladders hidden in Song
Shen Zhen’s car, they searched his house and
discovered 214 more laid out under whirring fans — a
haul worth more than $3.6 million on the Asian black
market, the authorities said.
Then came the June murder in El Golfo de Santa
Clara of Samuel Gallardo Castro, a prosperous
fisherman whom Mexican military authorities had
linked to drug trafficking. A suspected hit man
suggested that Mr. Gallardo was shot over an unpaid
totoaba debt.
The distinction between legal fishermen and
totoaba poachers is fuzzier than many here would like
to admit. Indebted fishermen may find it hard to resist
the temptation to solve their problems by catching one
totoaba — and then another.
As they wait for the promised government action
to materialize, many fishermen are skeptical it will do
much good.
“Every year it’s the same,” José Luis Romero
said. The promise is, “ ‘This time, really, we will put
security in place.’ They go out one day, two days, and
that’s it.”
Mr. Romero, with a bushy gray beard, cuts an
eccentric figure in this town of cowboy boots and
pickup trucks. He is different in another way. He
believes that the vaquita is worth saving.
“It would be a shame if it were lost through our
negligence,” he said, “ours, the fishermen.”
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http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/15/world/americas/avaquita-is-ensnared-by-criminals-and-nets.html?_r=0

SIGHTINGS
Sightings are compiled by Monterey Bay Whale
Watch. For complete listing and updates see
www.gowhales.com/sighting.htm

Date

#

Type of Animal(s)

9/30 pm
9/30 am

6
21
600
12
100
23
25
18
16
150
12
34
3
34
800
200
48
800
200
6
4
300
200
21
34
4
41
3
34
500
6
6
24
250
48
4
700
38
300
35
4
50
48
4

Humpback Whales
Humpback Whales
Risso’s Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Risso’s Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Humpback Whales
Risso’s Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Humpback Whales
Harbor Porpoise
Humpback Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Risso’s Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Risso’s Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Killer Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Risso’s Dolphins
Harbor Porpoise
Humpback Whales
Killer Whales
Humpback Whales
Harbor Porpoise
Humpback Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Harbor Porpoise
Dall’s Porpoise
Humpback Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Killer Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Killer Whales
Long-beaked Common Dolphins
Humpback Whales
Killer Whales (predation on
California Sea Lions, interaction
with Humpbacks)
Long-beaked Common Dolphins

9/29 pm
9/29 am
9/28 pm
9/28 am
9/27 pm
9/27 am
9/26 pm
9/26 am
9/25 pm

9/25 am
9/24 pm
9/24 am

9/23 pm
9/23 am
9/22 pm
9/22 am
9/22 all day

200
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