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As long-time right whale researcher, Philip Hamilton, so aptly said to the new team members, 

the life of a whale biologist ranges from having the patience of a Buddhist monk, as one foggy 

day after another precludes our first survey, to the adrenaline of a professional athlete when the 

weather turns fair for five survey days in a row. Patience and stamina, mixed with curiosity, 

optimism, and perseverance seems to be the successful formula. The New England Aquarium’s 

(NEAq) right whale research team relocated to Lubec, Maine, in late July for our annual Bay of 

Fundy field season. This year marked our 33rd year of conducting right whale monitoring 

surveys and research in the Bay. Our research was supported by two long-time partners: Irving 

Oil (Saint John, New Brunswick) and the Island Foundation (Marion, Massachusetts). Every day 

the weather permitted (clear and less than 15 knots of wind), we headed into the Grand Manan 

Basin right whale critical habitat in the lower Bay of Fundy. The days at sea, especially in 

August, were long—weather checks at 4 a.m., wake up the team and depart at sunrise, a two-

hour commute to the right whale area, survey all day, and try to return to shore by sunset. 

   

We departed on our first survey day on August 4
th

 full of optimism as there had already been a 

few right whale sightings from the Nova Scotia whale watchers in late June and July, as well as a 

report of sperm whales—a species only rarely seen in the bay prior to 2010. Although our 

optimism never waned all season, the 20 survey days between early August and October 3
rd

 

yielded only about 45 right whales and just one (Catalog # 3390 and calf) of the 7 known 

mother-calf pairs for the year. This was not the lowest number of right whale sightings on record, 

which occurred in our first year in the Bay of Fundy in 1980. But the number of right whales 

seen in 2012 was more typical of the 1980s when we averaged 43 right whales per year, and a 

long way from our highest number of right whales recorded in a single season of 215 in 1997. 

Recall that there were about 140 individuals in the 2011 season and about 62 individuals in the 

2010 season (Right Whale News, September 2011). 

 

The behavior of the whales this season gave us the impression that there was little food to hold 

them in the Bay. We typically would see a few whales one day, and then none the next survey 

day, and then a small influx again, followed by a day when the only right whales seen were 

#3390 and her calf. For example, on August 7
th

, we saw right whale flukes in all directions and 

the bird life was incredibly active: storm petrels, shearwaters, and gannets were there in droves! 

There were also many fin whales, minke whales, basking sharks, and harbor porpoise in a small 
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area of just a few square miles in size. It seemed to be a feeding frenzy. The next day we went 

back out only to find that the bounty of life had disappeared overnight, a pattern repeated several 

times during the season. In addition, the usual behavior of right whales surfacing close to where 

they sounded was replaced by whales surfacing a mile away from their last known position at the 

surface, leading us to think they may be traveling and searching for food rather than targeting a 

plankton patch at depth. Colleagues at the Grand Manan Whale and Seabird Research Station 

were similarly frustrated in their attempts to find basking sharks for a tagging program; these 

sharks also prey on zooplankton and the sharks were also fewer in numbers this year.  

  

So where were the right whales and why were there so few in the Bay of Fundy? There were a 

few sightings from another habitat area near the Gaspe Peninsula in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, a 

few detected by the moored hydrophones in the Boston shipping lanes, and a few isolated 

sightings of lone animals along the east coast. Toward the end of our season we received reports 

from fishermen of right whales on Roseway Basin, the second critical habitat area for right 

whales in Canadian waters, but it was too late in the season to mount a survey offshore.  

 

There is some anecdotal information that may shed light on the conditions in the Bay of Fundy. 

The sea-surface temperature has been quite a bit warmer this year—58-59° F compared to the 

more usual 46-52°F. A recent study discovered dramatic reductions in phytoplankton in the Gulf 

of Maine in recent years. Phytoplankton, or plant plankton, is the very base of the food chain and 

is dinner for the copepods that right whales feed on. So with warmer water temperatures and 

reduced volume of phytoplankton, it's possible that there have been some shifts in the food 

resource for right whales—perhaps the copepods are available in a different location than usual, 

or at a slightly different time of year. Assuming that right whales are responding to these or other 

environmental variations, changes in their distributions may actually be a positive sign. It may be 

demonstrating their ability to adapt to what will likely be an increasingly changing environment. 

Our challenge is to locate the areas outside of the Bay of Fundy where they may be aggregating 

in the summer months.  We are making plans to expand the range of 2013 surveys in Canadian 

waters to cover Roseway Basin as well as other areas where right whales have aggregated in the 

past—including the waters south of Lurcher Shoals, Grand Manan Banks, and Georges Basin. 

You can visit our field season blog for more details and stories from the 2012 field season 

(rightwhales.neaq.org). 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Although right whales were fewer in number this year, they still put on quite a show.  A 
breaching sequence of a one-year-old juvenile, the 2011 calf of Catalog #1243. 
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However, the Bay of Fundy, as usual, did not disappoint. On August 19
th

 we were photographing 

a few right whales and one whale surfaced nearby. Later, we realized we had just documented a 

novel species for the Bay, a bowhead whale! Upon reviewing photographs, we learned that it 

was not just any bowhead, but the same individual (based on scarring on the peduncle) as seen 

by the aerial survey team from the Provincetown Center for Coastal Studies  in March 2012!  On 

October 3
rd

, the Bay surprised us yet again with another special cetacean sighting, an orca (killer 

whale)! There have been a number of sightings over the last several years of a lone male around 

Nova Scotia, easily identified by scars on its tall dorsal fin. And further, this orca turned out to 

be the same one we saw during a survey of Roseway Basin in 2010. 

 

 

 

SEUS Right Whale Recovery Plan Implementation Team: 

Information Posted 
 

As of September 2012, documents and summary reports from the Southeast U.S. 

ImplementationTeam (SEIT) meetings have been posted on the Southeast Regional 

Office/NMFS website. This includes the Key Outcomes (summary notes), Terms of Reference, 

and current team members: sero.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/SoutheastImplementationTeam.htm 

 

A  related website, sero.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/mm/rightwhales/RightWhalesSouth.htm,  

includes a plot of sightings distribution and aerial survey contract reports. 

 

 

 

Surveys Initiated Off Chesapeake Bay 
 

Contributed by William A. McLellan and Michael Walsh, 

University of North Carolina at Wilmington 

 

The mid-Atlantic region has long been under-sampled for right whales, and discussions have 

identified a need for surveys in this area. This is about to change. Vessel and aerial surveys will 

be conducted in Virginia this winter in the ocean off Chesapeake Bay in a joint program between 

the Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center Foundation (VAQF) and the University of 

North Carolina Wilmington (UNCW). Funded through a NOAA Section 309 grant to the 

Virginia Coastal Zone Management Program, the surveys will focus on an ocean area that 

includes the proposed wind energy area designated by the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management 

off Virginia. The vessel surveys will focus on large whale distribution, photo-identification, 

biopsy, and disentanglement efforts, while the aerial surveys will focus on large whale 

identification and distribution. The surveys are scheduled to start in November of 2012, will run 

monthly through April 2013, and will cover an area approximately 50nm across the Chesapeake 

Bay mouth and out to 50 nm offshore on the continental shelf. All marine mammal data will be 

collected with current survey methodologies, posted to the OBIS SEAMAP web portal when 

finalized, and will contribute to baseline data essential for meaningful marine spatial planning 

efforts in support of offshore wind energy development. 

http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/SoutheastImplementationTeam.htm
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FY12 Right Whale Spending Plan Summary 
 

In recent years, it has been the practice for Right Whale News to report the NMFS right whale 

spending plan for the current fiscal year in the May issue. As was the case in 2011, the report has 

been delayed. Herewith, the FY12 report is provided with the assistance of staff at the Office of 

Protected Resources, National Marine Fisheries Service, Silver Spring, Maryland. Total funds 

received by NMFS were similar to both FY11 and FY10. However, the portion directed to 

NMFS salaries has continued to increase, and in FY12, was 45% of the funds received. 

 
Table 1. The NMFS/NOAA right whale spending report for FY2012 funds. Dollar amounts are expressed 
in thousands (i.e., the Total in row 1 is $7,904,000). Key: NEC=Northeast Fisheries Science Center, 
NER=Northeast Regional Office, SEC=Southeast Fisheries Science Center, SER=Southeast Regional 
Office, F/PR=Office of Protected Resources, Headquarters, and GC/CS=General Counsel.  

 
        

 NEC NER SEC SER F/PR NOAA Total 

      GC/CS  

Total Received  2,505 2295 674 1,732 482 216 7,904  

        

Disentanglement Contingency 0 30 0 10 0 0 40 

Aerial surveys 

(non-state cooperative funded) 

236
1
 

(80
2
) 

 

0 

 

0 

 

166 

 

0 

 

0 

 

402 

NMFS salaries 
3
 

(Full time equivalents and 

contracts) 

 

1,473 

 

1,065 

 

254 

 

264 

 

303 

 

187 

 

3,546 

Shipping Industry Liaison, 

Fishery Liaison, Critical Habitat 

Technical Support (contracts) 

 

0 

 

0 

 

0 

 

103 

 

0 

 

0 

 

103 

Take Reduction Team travel 

support and vertical line model 

development 

0 250 0 0 0 0 250 

Habitat studies (21
2
) 0 0 0 0 0 (21

2
) 

State cooperative funding 

(including funds for aerial 

surveys, habitat research, 

disentanglement, recovery 

implementation, and 

enforcement) 

 

 

0 

 

 

650 

 

 

0 

 

 

1,146 

 

 

 

0 

 

 

0 

 

 

1,796 

Vessel strike reduction  0 0 0 0 174 (75
2
) 0 174 (75

2
) 

Whale detection technologies  0 (491
2
) 0 403 0 0 0 491(512

2
) 

Sightings database / Photo-ID 

catalog 

363      363 

Travel and Misc. Administrative 

costs 

433 300 17 43 5 29 827 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Aircraft fees and contract labor for surveys only 

2
 Right whale funding from other sources and not paid for from NMFS right whale funds. 

3 Includes salaries, benefits, awards and additional administrative cost. 
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Update from the NEFSC 

 
Within the National Marine Fisheries Service, the Northeast Fisheries Science Center in Woods 

Hole, Massachusetts, has the largest program and largest share of the Congressionally-

appropriated right whale research funds (refer to spending plan on page 4). On 5 October, Right 

Whale News visited with Michael Simpkins, Branch Chief, and Peter Corkeron, Large Whale 

Team Leader, at the Protected Species Branch. The focus was on the current status of right whale 

research—particularly in light of challenges and uncertainty with funding and resources. The 

challenges indeed exist and will likely continue, but the results were reassuring. 

 

As the FY12 funding was initially presented, it appeared that support for right whale research 

and aerial surveys would be reduced. Staff at the NEFSC was able to successfully make the case 

to the agency as to the importance of these efforts, and funding was largely restored to previous 

levels. In addition, to strengthen the effort in a complementary way, acoustic pop-up buoys were 

deployed on Georges Bank, and additional vessel-based surveys and research were conducted. 

As a result, the number of right whale survey flights remained similar to previous years, and the 

initial shortfall was addressed. 

 
Figure 2. Number of right whale survey flights (upper panel) and number of right whales observed (lower 
panel) during the past 10 years (Source: NEFSC/NOAA). 
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To learn more about the NEFSC/NOAA right whale research program, go to: 

 

NEFSC right whale/Sighting Advisory System (SAS) site (very complete and very interesting): 

http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/psb/surveys/SASInteractive2.html 

 

NEFSC right whale/large whale reports, scroll down through this list: 

http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/crd/ 

 

Oceanographic conditions off the Northeast – an important dimension: 

http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/crd/crd1220/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Review of National Research and Conservation Priorities 
 

A new initiative has been announced by the Marine Mammal Commission, which plans to meet 

with officials from the National Marine Fisheries Service in each of the Service’s six regions. 

The purpose of each meeting will be to identify the most pressing marine mammal research and 

management needs in each region. The Commission will use that information to help it develop a 

set of national priorities for guiding federal conservation efforts for marine mammals.  

 

The first meeting was held on 7 August 2012 in the National Marine Fisheries Service’s 

Northeast Region. The next meeting will be held in the Southeast Region in the spring. Right 

Whale News will post the meeting date and location when it becomes available. Additionally, 

interested parties can periodically check the Commission’s website (www.mmc.gov). Notices of 

meetings will also be published in the Federal Register. 

 

Throughout the process, members of the public are invited to attend the meetings and to provide 

comments concerning priority issues. Those unable to attend meetings may submit comments in 

writing. Written comments should be sent to Timothy J. Ragen, Executive Director, Marine 

Mammal Commission, 4340 East-West Highway, Room 700, Bethesda, Maryland 20814.  

 

Recall that the Commission conducted a review in 2006, as part of a Congressional directive to 

assess the effectiveness of protection programs for the most endangered marine mammals in U.S. 

waters. The ―Report of the North Atlantic Right Whale Program Review,‖ is available from the 

Commission. A number of recommendations are provided that may be relevant to the present 

initiative. The report is available at www.mmc.gov under the reports tab. 

 

 

 

http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/psb/surveys/SASInteractive2.html
http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/crd/
http://www.nefsc.noaa.gov/publications/crd/crd1220/
http://www.mmc.gov/
http://www.mmc.gov/
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Whale Camp 
 

Contributed by Lynna Kaucheck, Environmental Science Instructor, 

Whale Camp/Fundy Marine Science Institute 

 

Dennis and Orma Bowen first came to Grand Manan Island in 1981. They immediately 

recognized that the foggy little island located at the mouth of the Bay of Fundy had the potential 

to be an extraordinary classroom. Dennis decided to create an experiential, adventure-based 

program that brought elements of a traditional curriculum together with a hands-on, activity-

based examination of the life processes in the Bay of Fundy and by extension, on the planet. The 

Bowens returned the following year bringing with them a group of students to the first ―Whale 

Camp.‖  

 

The Bowens hail from Cheyney, Pennsylvania, where they reside when they aren’t on Grand 

Manan. Orma recently retired after teaching for 39 years. Dennis taught for 16 years and was the 

Director of Curriculum at a private school near Philadelphia before creating the Whale Camp.  

 

I first came to Whale Camp in the summer of 2003, and have returned every year since then 

except for one. Like most adventurers who come to Whale Camp, I came for the whales, but I 

return year after year because of everything else the Bay of Fundy has to offer.  
 

Over the years the Whale Camp program has evolved, and today the Fundy Marine Science 

Institute, which consists of The Whale Camp and The School of Fundy, offers programs for 

learners of all ages. They offer one-, two-, and three-week programs for learners ages 10-17. The 

camp also offers a two-week course for college credit, a family program, and a special three-

week program for authors and artists, as well as special programs for schools that would like to 

bring whole classes to the camp.  

 

The camp holds as many as 65 learners at a time, has a staff of 4-8 Environmental Science 

Instructors, and both a girl’s and a boy’s Outdoor Recreation and Dorm Instructors. The facilities 

consist of a kitchen/dining hall, girls dorm, boys dorm, and staff house, as well as access to the 

beach (when the tides are out, that is). 

 

Learners experience programs in marine mammal biology, geology, ornithology, tidal ecology, 

stream and pond ecology, bog ecology, forestry, culture and fisheries of the Canadian Maritimes 

and charting, all while exploring the island classroom. Whether learners are out at sea searching 

for whales, slogging through the bog, or exploring tide pools, everything is hands-on and 

inquiry-based. Group team-building, metaphoric learning and self-reflection are essential 

elements of the Whale Camp experience.  

 

Learners participate in long-term bio-monitoring projects. They are also able to design and 

implement their own short-term research projects, including: data collection, data analysis, and 

project evaluation. 
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I would be remiss if I didn’t mention the food at Whale Camp. Whale Camp has its own garden 

that provides delicious ingredients for the salads served at dinner. The kitchen staff is the finest 

around and the home-style cooking they serve up is the best cure for any homesick camper. 

 

The Whale Camp strives to provide an once-in-a-lifetime experience while building confidence 

in learners and providing an opportunity to develop a closer relationship with the natural world. 

As Dennis puts it, he wants the students to come away with a better understanding and 

appreciation of life and their connection to the universe. 

 

Grand Manan and Whale Camp are home to me now. I can’t imagine not spending part of my 

summer there. I feel privileged to be able to share the island and the whales with those who are 

eager to learn.  

 

As I board the ferry for the last time each summer I start counting down the days until I return 

home to Grand Manan and Whale Camp—hoping each year that more right whales and more 

learners return than the year before. 

 

For more information: www.whalecamp.com 

 

 

http://www.whalecamp.com/
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Calendar 

 

15 October 2012. SEUS Right Whale Forum, Guana-Tolomato-Matanzas National Estuary 

Reserve, Ponte Vedra, Florida, 9:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. For further information, contact Tom 

Pitchford, tom.pitchford@MyFWC.com.  

 

16 October 2012. Southeast U.S. Right Whale Recovery Plan Implementation Team meeting, 

Guana-Tolomato-Matanzas National Estuary Reserve, Ponte Vedra, Florida. As in the previous 

meetings, the meeting will be closed to the public. For further information, contact Barb 

Zoodsma, barb.zoodsma@noaa.gov. 

 

13-14 November 2012. Annual Meeting of the North Atlantic Right Whale Consortium, New 

Bedford Whaling Museum, New Bedford, Massachusetts. Website: www.narwc.org 

 

17 November 2012. 4th Annual Right Whale Festival, Seawalk Pavilion, Jacksonville Beach, 

Florida. Website: rightwhalefestival.org. 
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