
While seeing mother/calf pairs on the

calving ground off of the southeast 

U.S. coast is not uncommon during 

the winter months (see A Spring Time

Report…), the actual birth of a right

whale had never been witnessed before

January 1, 2005. On that day, Monica

Zani and Jessica Taylor of the NEAq 

aerial survey team observed Catspaw

(Catalog #1632) giving birth to her 

second calf. They describe the event 

in a short paper recently published in 

the scientific journal Aquatic Mammals.

(www.aquaticmammals.org) Turn 

to Page 2 to read the citation (the 

identification information that helps 

readers find an article in a library or

online) and abstract (the single paragraph

summary of a project).

Preparing a manuscript for publication

involves a long process of researching and

compiling information, writing, editing

and rewriting. While this process was

going on, we could not risk the author’s

ability to publish details of the sighting 

in a peer-reviewed journal by first 

publishing it in Right Whale Research

News. Therefore, we apologize for not

telling you of this event sooner, but we 

are thrilled that it is published and we 

can share it with you now!

The right whale team has named

Catspaw’s very special 2005 calf
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Photo/Jessica Taylor, New England Aquarium, photo taken under NMFS permit
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Observation of a Right Whale Birth
Continued from page 1

Resolution (Catalog #3532), for his 

New Year’s Day birthday. Resolution 

was last seen in 2007 in the Bay of 

Fundy and we hope to see him there 

this summer. His mother, Catspaw, gave 

birth to her third calf this past winter 

(see A Spring Time Report…).

As promised in the last newsletter (see

Right Whale Research News, Volume 16,

Number 2), I’m back to tell you about 

my latest adventures as a first-time aerial

observer for the New England Aquarium.

As Monica Zani described in her article

(see A Spring Time Report…) the aerial

surveys in the southeast U.S. are part of

the Early Warning System (EWS), to

protect right whales on the calving

ground from ship strikes. From December

1 to March 31, part of the New England

Aquarium’s right whale research team

calls Fernandina Beach, Florida, home.

Fernandina Beach is a small city located

on Amelia Island on the northeast coast

of Florida. As with much of Florida, it

has found itself saturated with develop-

ment over recent years. Fernandina Beach

is in history books as the “island of eight

flags” because it is the only city in the

United States to have been under the

control of eight different nations over 

its long history.

Before I left for Fernandina, I, along

with four other aerial observers, had to

take a certification course in Aircraft

Ditch Training. The course is mandatory

for right whale aerial observers as it pro-

vides important safety training for those

who fly in small aircraft. The course was

eight hours long and full of important

information, first in a classroom setting,

and then in an aircraft simulator. I learned

how to put out a fire aboard the plane,

brace positions for an emergency landing

(a “ditch”), procedures for evacuation after

ditching and techniques for surviving

time in the water. The most intense and

exciting part were the four hours spent in

the fuselage simulator, which is similar to

most small planes. We had to complete

five ditching exercises to pass the course.

For each simulated ditching, the fuselage

was slowly lowered and submerged in a

large pool of water in an upright position

and then quickly turned into a different

position, including upside down, at 

which time we had to escape using the

techniques we had learned in the class-

room earlier that day. The well-trained

instructors were there the whole time to

ensure our safety. For more information

on this type of training please visit

www.survivalsystemsinc.com.

The training course made me even

more eager to start the season, so when I

arrived in Florida I couldn’t wait to get in

the plane and look for whales. Not only

had I never seen whales from the air, but I

had also never been in such a small plane

before and didn’t know what to expect. It

was better than I could have imagined!

The plane, a Cessna Skymaster, was small

and narrow with two engines, one in the

nose and the other in the tail section. It

seated four people—two pilots and two

observers—plus a computer, camera,

liferaft and other equipment. (One thing

it didn’t have though, was a bathroom, so

we always made sure to use the facilities

at the airport before we got into the

plane!) Then we put on our life pre-

servers, buckled up and prepared for take-

off. We did not see any whales on our

first day out, but I did get an amazing

view of the Florida coastline from 1,000

feet in the air. I also took my first pictures

of the season: the sea buoy at the mouth

of the Saint John’s River! Because it was

stationary, it gave me a chance to become

adept at photographing from the plane

before we had to photograph our moving

objects, the right whales.

There were many exciting days in the

plane; I remember one in particular. It

was January 29 and I was flying with Kara

Mahoney, a student/family education spe-

cialist with the New England Aquarium

who had returned for her second year of

aerial surveys. We sighted an entangled

whale (Catalog #3333); we were the first

to document this whale with an entangle-

ment (see Mortalities…). Knowing that

My First Days as a Right Whale Researcher,
Part II:  The Southeast Surveys
By Jonathan Cunha

Citation and Abstract:
Zani, M.A., J.K.D. Taylor, and S.D.
Kraus. 2008. Observation of a right
whale (Eubalaena glacialis) birth in the
coastal waters of the southeast United
States. Aquatic Mammals 34(1):21-24.

The coastal waters of the southeast

United States between Brunswick,

Georgia, and Cape Canaveral, Florida,

is the only known calving ground for

the North Atlantic right whale

(Eubalaena glacialis). On 1 January

2005, during the New England

Aquarium research team’s standard 

aerial survey, a single right whale was

observed at the surface 17 nmi east 

of the northern tip of Talbot Island,

Florida. While circling over the whale

to obtain photographs for individual

identification, observers noticed a red

coloration visible in the water around

the whale that looked like blood. The

water around the whale’s belly, side,

and flukes was clearly red, but the 

color was dispersing quickly due to the

thrashing behavior of the whale. After

3 min and 37 s of observation, a calf

appeared to the side of the adult. The

calf had no visible cyamid coverage on

the head, body, or flukes. The flukes

appeared to be slightly limp and curled

under at both tips. The mother lifted

the calf to the surface on her back. As

the mother rose to the surface, the calf

was draped limply over her body. The

calf rolled off the mother’s back into 

the water and began to swim next to 

the mother. The event described here 

is the first known observation of 

behaviors that have been interpreted 

as a birth of a right whale calf.



3

time is of the essence in these situations, I

immediately informed our ground contact

who then alerted the other aerial survey

teams, National Marine Fisheries Service

(NMFS) officials and the Provincetown

Center for Coastal Studies (PCCS)

Whale Rescue Team. Scott Landry, the

Documentation Coordinator for PCCS,

contacted me in the plane for a descrip-

tion of the entanglement. It was encour-

aging to know that the information I 

gave him would facilitate any effort to

disentangle this whale. We remained with

Catalog #3333 for two hours until the

Florida Fish and Wildlife Research

Institute (FWRI) aerial survey team was

able to relieve us. For the disentanglement

effort to succeed, it is imperative that all

teams work in an organized and timely

manner. But unfortunately, the whale

proved elusive and eventually blended into

a nearby Surface Active Group (SAG)

and no disentanglement effort could be

carried out. Entanglements are the second

leading cause of mortality in right whales.

On February 24, researchers from

Georgia Department of Natural

Resources (GDNR) invited me to 

accompany them on the R/V Hurricane.

Although I enjoyed the aerial surveys, it

was great to get out on a boat again. We

saw loggerhead sea turtles, had Atlantic

spotted dolphins swim in our bow wave,

watched the NEAq survey plane fly 

overhead, and best of all, saw a mother,

Catalog #1802, and her brand new calf.

Even though the calf was twice my size,

it looked so small next to its mother. I

cannot wait to see that mother/calf pair 

in the Bay of Fundy this summer! Her

calf will have grown a lot by then 

and, hopefully, we can obtain good 

photographs so it can be officially entered

into the North Atlantic Right Whale

Catalog (www.rwcatalog.neaq.org).

On February 15, we received a report

of a severely decomposed right whale calf

on Huguenot Beach in Jacksonville, FL

(see Mortalities…). I was available to

assist in the necropsy (animal autopsy) of

this calf. This was my first necropsy expe-

rience but, unfortunately, it will probably

not be my last. When I arrived at the

necropsy I was met by Jamison Smith,

the Large Whale Disentanglement

Coordinator for NMFS, and researchers

from FWRI. The calf was longer than I

was despite missing its fluke and part of

its head from decomposition. The necrop-

sy was much like a crime scene, removing

and examining every part of the whale to

try to determine the exact cause of death.

We took samples of almost every part of

the animal, including stool and blubber

samples. Veterinarians and researchers

removed, photographed, measured,

recorded and examined all intact organs.

We still do not know which mother gave

birth to this calf, but veterinarians suspect

that trauma during the birthing process

eventually lead to its death.

As our field season neared its end, the

number of whale sightings diminished.

This was bittersweet because we loved to

see and document right whales, but we

did not want them to be in our survey

area when we are no longer flying as the

purpose of our survey effort is to inform

vessels of right whales in the area. During

my four months in Florida I met several

new researchers and learned a lot about

the situation in the Southeast. With

increasing numbers of whales returning 

to this area every winter, it is critical to

find a more sustainable way to protect

them from vessel collisions.

I won’t return to the Bay of Fundy

until August, but I’m already eager to see

how the mothers and their calves will be

doing after their long migration north.

I have a feeling this summer will be even

more exciting than the last! 

Read more about the EWS field season 
on our blog: http://www.neaq.org/
education_and_activities/blogs_webcams
_videos_and_more/blogs/right_whale
_aerial_survey/index.php

Jonathan Cunha, Research Assistant
Jonathan joined the right whale team in
November 2006 as a part-time intern. He started
working full-time in August 2007 during the Bay
of Fundy field season. He works on photo-analysis
and matching whales to the Catalog. He recently
earned a B.S. in Marine Science from Suffolk
University, Boston. His research interests include
social behaviors, marine ecology and conservation.

First seen on January 29, 2008, Catalog #3333

appears to have a minor entanglement, although

the extensive scarring on the peduncle (just for-

ward of the flukes), indicates the interaction was

originally much more severe. Photo: Kara Mahoney,
New England Aquarium, photo taken under NMFS permit
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The CALVIN Project started in 2005

with a group of six students and me, their

teacher, trying to spread the word about

the most endangered large whale in the

world, the North Atlantic right whale.

The original goal of the CALVIN Project

was to learn about right whales and then

educate others about their plight. The

group adopted a right whale named

Calvin (Catalog #2223) as their mascot,

and called themselves “The Calvineers.”

Calvin was named for the spunky little

character in the Calvin and Hobbes comic

(before her sex was known), and her life

illustrates the difficult existence of all

right whales along the east coast of North

America—her mother had been killed by

a ship when she was just a calf, and later

she herself was entangled in fishing gear.

Disentanglement attempts were made and

she eventually was able to get free of 

the lines, but still bears the scars of that

ordeal. She’s gone on to have a calf of 

her own. Calvin is somewhat of a hero 

in the right whale world, and she is a

great mentor, helping humans understand

the difficult life of right whales.

The Calvineers researched Calvin’s

life as well as the natural biology and

ecology of all right whales. They 

documented their studies in a PowerPoint

presentation for the Right Whale

Consortium meeting in the fall of 2005

laying out their plans for presenting 

at schools. Their presentation taught 

science as well as social awareness. They

graduated in 2006 leaving behind a

plethora of information about the plight

of right whales in the North Atlantic.

The second generation of Calvineers

used the 2006-2007 academic year to

learn about marine mammal biology and

to create PowerPoint presentations that

they could give to various groups. Their

first presentation was a memorable one

given to Maine Senator Susan Collins

who visited their classroom to hear about

the plight of right whales. She was

already knowledgeable, but she did learn

more about the right whale’s side of the

story. The best part was when the

Calvineers “entangled” the senator with 

an elastic to illustrate just how dangerous

fishing gear can be to right whales! 

While the Calvineers presented they

also continued to learn. First they visited

Grande Manan Island in the Bay of

Fundy where right whales congregate to

feed and socialize during the late summer

and fall. They spent a day on the research

vessel/whale watch boat, Elsie Menota,

observing right whale behavior first hand.

In addition they attended the annual

Right Whale Consortium meeting in

New Bedford, Massachusetts. Not only

did they view dozens of presentations

about right whale research but they also

presented what they were doing to a

group of more than 200 scientists, after

which they received a standing ovation.

One scientist said she was so inspired 

by their efforts that it was hard to hold

back the tears.

The Calvineers have presented six

times in the last year, each time helping

more people, from ten year olds to senior

citizens, understand just how precarious

the right whales’ future is. More 

importantly, the Calvineers are telling

people about the dangers of ship strikes

and entanglements. They are explaining

the proposed rules by National Marine

Fisheries Service (NMFS; see Right Whale

Research News Volume 16, Number 2),

of slowing ships down, changing shipping

lanes and using whale safe lines on lobster

pots and fishing gear. The more people

understand that whales are suffering 

and dying from entanglements and ship

strikes, and that these horrific deaths 

are preventable, the better the chances 

for actually accomplishing a near-zero

death rate.

In addition to presenting to audiences,

the Calvineers are politically active. When

the proposed rule to slow ships down to 

The CALVIN Project Works Both Ways: 
Part One of Two Part Series
By Bill McWeeny

I have two passions: the Ocean and the classroom, and I rarely pass up a chance to 

integrate the two into a meaningful experience for all … I’ve been a science teacher for 

38 years, and have been involved with the New England Aquarium’s Right Whale

Research Program since 1983, when I volunteered for that summer’s field season in

Lubec, Maine. Since that time, I have volunteered many more times and kept abreast 

of the research and efforts to save the species. At the Adams School in Castine, Maine

(student enrollment 54, grades K-8), where I now teach, I formed my own group of

student scientist–volunteers, integrating the classroom science with the science of the

whales I’ve come to know so well. Thus, the CALVIN Project was born. The motto 

of The CALVIN Project is, “Endangered Species Recovery Through Education.” The

corollary to the motto, “Education Through the Study of Endangered Species,” is the

greatest benefit from the Project’s labors so far. In part one of this two part series, I 

will describe the development of teams of student scientists that became experts on the

endangered North Atlantic right whales and actively shared their expertise with a wide

range of groups. In the next issue I will continue the story by explaining the process these

student scientists went through to learn and lecture about right whales. The experience

was organic, taking advantage of current events and student interests. They eagerly

learned often complex and difficult concepts, ranging from science to social issues. As a

result the learning that took place far exceeded anyone’s expectations and should be a 

beacon for all teachers who want to make their curricula authentic.

Calvineer Tess Lemeyer “entangling” Maine

Senator Susan Collins during her visit to the

Adams School.



a whale safe speed in right whale habitats

was held up by the White House (see

Right Whale Research News Volume 16,

Number 2), the Calvineers wrote personal

letters to President Bush and Congress

explaining the basic plight of right 

whales and why the rule should be passed.

The Calvineers used the projected cost

percentage increase, reported in the

Environmental Impact Statement, to 

calculate the cost of goods if ships 

traveled more slowly. They found that 

the cost of an iPod would increase four

cents, and the cost of a $20,000 car just

$4!  They argued that stopping right

whale deaths by shipstrike was well 

worth the small extra cost.

When Maine Senator Olympia

Snowe held a Senate Sub-Committee

meeting in Bangor Maine, the Calvineers

were there. The subject was NMFS’s new

rule to require lobster fishermen to use

sinking, instead of floating, groundline

(the rope that connects a string of lobster

pots). The lobstermen complained the

rule would cost them each thousands of

dollars and inordinate amounts of time 

to make the change. They also argued the

science did not back up the rule. The

Calvineers sympathized with the lobster-

men to a point but held their ground

when considering the whole picture. The

fact that almost 75% of the right whale

population has entanglement scars means

that doing nothing is not an option.

Something has to be done to stop the

entanglements and this rule could make 

a significant difference.

Meredith Houghton (13) testified

before the Committee that no one really

knew how many right whales swim

through lobster gear (the lobster fisher-

men pointed out that it was rare to see a

right whale anywhere near the coast of

Maine). She noted that all the sightings

the fishermen reported were opportunistic

and random. Meredith called for the 

government to do a systematic survey 

of the area so that, once and for all, the

frequency of right whales in Maine’s

waters would be known year round.

That way good decisions could be made

for everybody involved.

Meredith Olivari (14) spoke about 

the risk factor for whales in areas with

lobster gear. The lobster fishermen 

insisted that there was much less risk for

whales inshore than offshore because very

few whales are seen inshore. Meredith

argued that the risk of just one right

whale close to shore was the same as 

20 right whales a few miles offshore.

She constructed a simple model to make 

her point. She collected data from the

Lobstermen’s Association website 

about the density of lobsterpots in 

different areas. The near shore density 

is 100 pots per square mile while the 

offshore density is 5 pots per square mile.

Her model defined the risk of a whale

getting entangled as the number of

whales times the density of pots.

Therefore, 20 whales swimming through

the offshore waters would have a risk 

factor of 100 (5p/m X 20w). But, just 

one right whale swimming through the

near-shore area would have the same 

risk factor of 100 (100p/m X 1w)! 

I spoke in more general terms calling

for a more collaborative effort on every-

body’s part. The process so far has only

pitted one group against another with

neither side really getting what they need

to solve the problem. Saving the endan-

gered right whales is not an option, it is

mandated by the federal government by

the Endangered Species Act and the

Marine Mammal Protection Act. It 

is the law. I insisted that more brain-

storming and compromising is what is

needed to solve the dilemma.

Ben Olivari (14) and Evan Motycka

(14) prepared written statements for the

Committee’s official record. Ben focused

on the inability of the right whale 

population to grow and the dire need 

for action right now, no more postpone-

ments. Evan wrote about the increased

strength of new ropes and asked the

industry and scientists to consider the

possibility of using weaker ropes that

whales could break more easily when 

they get caught. He added that he was 

working on a “lineless” lobsterpot system.

What a breakthrough that would be!

More ideas and research like this 

are needed.

The Calvineers most recent 

presentation was to a class from the

Maine Maritime Academy that will be

cruising to the artic this summer on a 

tall ship, the R/V Bowdoin. They added 

a section about how to photograph right

whales for identification purposes since

the Bowdoin would be in areas not 

typically surveyed for right whales. If 

the crewmembers see and document any

right whales the information would help

scientists understand more about the

species distribution and range.

As this article is being written, the

Calvineers are in France on a class trip.

Their French teacher translated one of

their PowerPoint presentations that the

Calvineers will present to the town of 

St. Castine. The Calvineers will tell the

townspeople about the plight of the

North Atlantic right whale, the same

species that used to hang out off the 

coast of France hundreds of years ago

before hunting decimated the population.

I have no direct evidence that the

Calvineers are making a difference, but

the anecdotes above certainly show that

they are getting the word out. Education

is powerful and the education the

Calvineers are doing simply has to,

in my opinion, be making a difference.

And they are only just beginning.

Stay tuned for the second part of

Mr. McWeeny’s engaging story! For more

information visit the Adams School website

at www.adamsschool.com/Calvin.
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The Calvineers from the Adams School in

Castine, Maine present their work at the 2007

North Atlantic Right Whale Consortium annual

meeting. From left to right: Evan Motycka, Ben

Olivari, Truman Forbes, Meredith Houghton,

Courtney Koos, Tess Lameyer, Meredith Olivari.



The shallow, coastal waters of the Georgia

Bight—the area from the Outer Banks of

North Carolina to Cape Canaveral,

Florida—are home to many right whales

in the winter months, including pregnant

females that travel to these waters to give

birth to their calves. Within the Georgia

Bight lies a federally designated right

whale critical habitat from Brunswick,

GA to St Augustine, FL (see Sponsored

Whale Sightings map). This area has 

been identified as “critical” because it 

is currently the only known calving grown

for this endangered population and,

therefore, vitally important to its survival.

Each year a small team of researchers

(see My First Days…) from the New

England Aquarium travels to Fernandina

Beach, FL, to spend four months flying

aerial surveys over the critical habitat,

looking for right whales and notifying

ships of their presence. Fernandina Beach

is located in northeast Florida and lies

near the heart of this critical habitat/

calving ground. However, it is misleading

to refer to this area strictly as “the calving

ground.” It is true that females come here

to give birth, but they are not the only

right whales to frequent these waters 

during the winter months. Besides the

mothers with calves, we see adult females

without calves, male and female juveniles

(one to eight years of age), and even adult

males. It is amazing to think that during

the winter one quarter of the population

(as many as 100 whales!) could be in this

coastal habitat. Many people who live 

and vacation along this shoreline are 

often amazed to see large whales from 

the beach. “I see dolphins all the time but

I had no idea that whales where here” is

often heard from the crowd gathered on

the beach to watch a mother and calf 

frolic in the shallow water. Visitors and

locals alike are concerned that such large

whales are so close to shore, but I assure

them that it is not unusual to see right

whales in such shallow water, especially 

in Florida during the winter.

The 2007/08 field season began as all

the previous ones had. I left Boston the

day after Thanksgiving for the 1200-mile

drive down to Fernandina. When I

arrived, I quickly went to work setting 

up for the season. I hooked up the

Internet, computers, fax machines and

other equipment. I mounted a 6ft antenna

to the second story porch so our VHF

marine radio had good reception. I drove

into town to rent a post office box and

purchase office supplies, everything from

pencils and clipboards to file folders and

external hard drives. I also had to buy two

large plastic tables to use as desks since

we needed this to be a fully functional

office. Within a few days the other three

team members arrived, bringing carloads

of additional equipment. Soon this beach-

side Florida rental house was transformed

into a true, working field station.

Finally, the most important 

component of the field season flew in

from Oregon, our survey aircraft, and the

local pilots began getting it ready for us.

Our data computer, the aircraft computer

and a receiver for collecting ship informa-

tion while in flight all need to “talk” to

one another (so information like time,

position, altitude, etc. are synchronized).

As you can imagine that involves a huge

number of cords in the cockpit. So, for

safety reasons, the pilots helped us run 

all the cables under the carpets and along

the sides of the aircraft cabin—a large

and time-consuming job! In addition,

they installed a new door with a window 

that’s easier to open when we photograph

whales. The work we do during the 

winter calving season is specialized and

we often make improvements each season

to ensure that we are being efficient and

effective in our effort.

On December 1 our field season 

officially began and we were ready for a

long four months of work to ensure the

safety of right whales while in the critical

habitat. We fly every day (weather 

dependant), to help maintain the Early

Warning Survey (EWS). The EWS is a

large complex network involving states

and federal agencies, the Navy, U.S. Coast

6

A Spring Time Report on the Winter Calving Season
By Monica A. Zani 

Catalog #1802 with her third calf. Photo: Monica Zani, New England Aquarium, photo taken under NMFS permit

This winter New England Aquarium researchers spent over 400 hours doing aerial surveys to help 
maintain the EWS Network to help prevent ship strike to right whales in the critical habitat.

Fun Fact:
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Guard, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,

various harbor pilot associations and port

authorities along the coast, commercial

shipping interests and non-profit organi-

zations. Collectively our goal is the same:

protect right whales from ship strikes

while on the calving ground. The 

organization and cooperation of everyone

involved in the EWS network is critical

to achieving our goal each winter. This

year our hard work paid off and we were

extremely fortunate to have no right

whales killed in the Southeast critical

habitat from ship strikes or other human

related activity.

By mid-January it was becoming

apparent that we were in the midst of a

very unusual field season. During a typical

day in past seasons we might see 14 to16

whales during a 5 to 6 hour aerial survey.

But this year it was not unusual to 

spend a long 7 to 8 hours in the plane 

documenting as many as 45 whales a day!

Survey teams to the north (Wildlife

Trust) and south (Florida Fish and

Wildlife Research Institute) of us were

also documenting large numbers of 

juvenile right whales, sometimes in

Surface Active Groups (SAG). Although

we are just now in the process of 

analyzing the data, we may have had 

as many as 120 individual right whales

sighted between December 9 and March

27. This is almost double the number 

of whales we usually see during that 

period which typically ranges from 

60 to 90 individuals (although in 2005,

140 individuals were detected).

In addition to our regular survey

duties, we also worked closely via radio

contact with the biopsy teams on boats 

to assist them in genetically sampling

calves; we coordinated with disentangle-

ment teams to get assistance to the site 

of an entangled whale (Catalog #3330)

and we assisted in getting an on-the-

water veterinary team to the site of an

injured whale, Ruffian (Catalog #3530),

for an assessment of his health (see

Mortalities…).

Although many whales were in 

the Southeast, we did not see a similar

increase in the number of calves. A total

of 19 mothers gave birth this winter.

Unfortunately, because two mothers 

(Half Note (Catalog #1301) and Dragon

(Catalog #3180) were seen with a calf 

and then subsequently without a calf, we

know that at least two of the 19 calves

died during the winter. Additionally, two

dead neonate whales washed ashore (see

Mortalities…). At present, we do not

know if these neonate mortalities are the

same two missing calves, but we may find

out once the genetic samples have been

analyzed. This means there could be as

many as four dead calves. In all cases, the

cause of death is unknown. We are hope-

ful that the remaining mother/calf pairs

have a safe journey up the coast and that

we see them this summer in the Bay 

of Fundy.

Two sisters gave birth in 2008: Slalom

(Catalog #1245, born 1982) and Catalog

#2040 (born 1990) are both daughters of

Wart (Catalog #1140). Of the 19 known

mothers, six calved for the first time.

First-time mothers’ ages ranged from 

6 to 11 years (for those with known ages).

Even after 28 years of right whale

research, there are still questions as to

how long right whales remain reproduc-

tively active. Currently in the Catalog,

the longest reproductive span is 31 years

held by two females of unknown age—

Baldy (Catalog #1240) who gave birth to

seven calves between 1974 and 2005; and

Catalog #1246, who gave birth to six

calves from 1974 to 2005. The maximum

reproductive span for right whales has yet

to be determined. Many of the females

who gave birth this year are well into

their 20s. They include one 24 year old,

two 25 year olds, and two 26 year olds.

In addition there are several females of

unknown age that gave birth. The long

reproductive span of these animals is 

critical to the survival of this population.

Now that it’s April, the whales are

heading north. So we’ve packed up all our

gear and made our very own northward

migration. As I drove over the bridge that

takes me away from my winter home 

of Fernandina Beach, I realized how tired

I was and I smiled. If our efforts saved

just one right whale this winter then the

stresses of the field season—the long days

in the plane, the cramped legroom, the

uncomfortable bumpy days in the air and

the long nights of processing data—are 

all worth it.

Monica Zani, Assistant Scientist
Monica came to the Aquarium in 1993 as a 
naturalist in the marine education boat programs.
In 1999 she began working as a whale watch 
captain. She became involved in the Right Whale
Research Program as an aerial observer in 2000
and began working full time in 2002. Monica is
currently the co-investigator and project manager
for the Early Warning System aerial surveys on
the calving grounds in the southeast U.S.

A complete list of the mothers from the 2008
calving season is below. You may also visit
the New England Aquarium’s online Catalog
at www.neaq.org/rwcatalog to see and learn
more about these individuals.

Right Whale Age

1243 26

2040 18

1245 26

2330 Unknown

1301 25

2753 11

1308 25

2790 Unknown

1408 24

3020 Unknown

1622 Unknown

3130 7

1632 Unknown

3180 7

1703 21

3292 6

1802 20

3293 Unknown

1812 Unknown

First-Time Mom  
Lost calf

Thanks to Heather Pettis for compiling 
the information on this year’s mothers!
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Mortalities and
Serious Injuries
By Yan Guilbault

Despite international protection since

1935, the North Atlantic right whale

population shows little sign of recovery.

Every year, several mortalities and major

injuries are being reported; many of them

are related to human activities. Since the

beginning of 2008, five right whales were

reported entangled: four new cases, and

one previously known case. In addition,

at least two neonate (newborn) mortalities

occurred on the calving ground off the

southeast U.S. and, finally, one individual

had severe wounds all over its body

caused by entanglement. In order to

ensure the future of the species, human

impacts on their ocean habitat need 

to be reduced.

Details of Events

January 12, 2008. Entanglement.
The Provincetown Center for Coastal Studies

(PCCS) reported an entangled right whale in

Cape Cod Bay during their aerial monitoring

survey. A careful review of the photographs

taken from the survey plane shows that the

entanglement appears to be minor and we 

are hopeful that she will be able to shed the

gear on her own. The whale was identified 

as Catalog #2645, an adult female last seen

gear-free in September 2007 in the Bay of

Fundy. She was born in 1996 and has given

birth to two calves.

January 25, 2008. Mortality.
A 15-foot neonate right whale was found in

Ormand Beach, Florida. The carcass was

removed from the beach by the Florida Fish

and Wildlife Commission and was transported

to the University of Florida in Gainesville

for a complete necropsy (animal autopsy).

Preliminary findings indicate it likely died of

natural causes. As with other mammals, natural

mortalities in right whales are more common 

in newborns and juveniles than in adults. 

January 29, 2008. Entanglement.
The New England Aquarium (NEAq) aerial 

survey team reported an entangled right whale

approximately 10 miles from the mouth of the

St. John’s River in Jacksonville Florida. Even

though the entanglement appeared minor,

some major scarring around the peduncle 

suggests that it had originally been a much

more severe interaction. The whale was

matched to Catalog #3333, a young male 

born in 2003. His last gear-free sighting was 

in the Bay of Fundy on August 6, 2007.

January 29, 2008. Serious injury.
On the same day that Catalog #3333
was seen, the NEAq aerial survey team 

documented another whale nearby that had

undergone serious physical trauma. The whale

had deep and extensive wounds on all visible

body areas. The Northeast Fisheries Science

Center aerial survey team last saw this whale

with no scarring on December 19, 2007. The

nature of the scarring indicated the whale was

badly entangled in heavy fishing gear. The

whale was named Ruffian (Catalog #3530)
because of its roughed-up look. He was

recently observed by the Provincetown Center

for Coastal Studies aerial survey team on

March 28, 2008 in the western portion of Cape

Cod Bay. While some of the wounds appear to

be healing, there are still signs that this whale

is not healthy and we remain concerned about

Ruffian’s fate. 

February 2, 2008. Entanglement.
While flying along the southern coast of

Georgia during their daily surveys, the NEAq

team spotted Kingfisher (Catalog #3346)
east of Cumberland Island. He was seen 

again, approximately 1450 kilometers north, 

in March 2008 in the Great South Channel, a

deep basin east of Cape Cod. Kingfisher was

first reported entangled in March 17, 2004.

More than 3 years later, a large amount of 

line is still wrapped around his right flipper. 

Despite the entanglement, Kingfisher appears

healthy and was observed echelon feeding (i.e.

in a “V” formation, similar to the way geese fly)

with three other right whales. However,

because the line is wrapped around the flipper,

and the whale is young (and thus, still growing),

he is still at risk, unless the 

gear is very loose. 

February 3, 2008. Entanglement.
The University of North Carolina at 

Wilmington (UNCW) aerial survey team 

reported an entangled right whale south 

of Cape Hatteras, N.C. Sadly, photographs

showed that a thick line was wrapping around

the rostrum (top jaw) and slowly cutting

through the skin. This type of entanglement is

often life threatening. The whale was identified

as Catalog #1980, an adult male first sighted

in 1989. His last sighting prior to the entangle-

ment was in June 2007 in the Gulf of Maine.

February 15, 2008. Mortality.
The carcass of another neonate washed 

ashore near Jacksonville, Florida. Veterinarians

at the University of Florida performed a

necropsy on the tiny whale but the results were

inconclusive and the cause of death could not

be determined. As with the previous neonate 

mortality in January, the mother is unknown.

March 6, 2008. Entanglement.
The PCCS aerial survey team reported an

entangled right whale in Cape Cod Bay. 

Based on the photographs taken, the 

entanglement does not appear to pose an

immediate threat. The whale was identified 

as Wart (Catalog #1140), a reproductive

female who has had six calves. She was first

identified in 1981 and had her last known 

calf in 2005. Her last gear-free sighting was 

in Cape Cod Bay in March 2006. 

Yan Guilbault, Assistant Scientist
In 2003, Yan earned a B.S. in Biology from
McGill University, Quebec, Canada. Shortly
thereafter, he began working seasonally with 
the right whale team in the Bay of Fundy and
Florida and joined the Program full-time in
2004. In addition to cataloging photographs,
he maintains the North Atlantic Right Whale
Consortium website. He also works with our
Canadian colleagues from Quebec to collect right
whale sightings in the Gulf of St. Lawrence.

8

Ruffian (Catalog #3530) was first observed with extensive wounds on January 29, 2008. The wounds

and scarring are indicative of severe entanglement and researchers remain concerned about this

whale’s long-term health. Photo: Kara Mahoney, New England Aquarium, photo taken under NMFS permit



Whales you can sponsor
Who’s Who?

Snowball (an adult male)

Calvin (female born in 1992) Shackleton (male born in 1994)

Phoenix (female born in 1987)

Calvin was orphaned at the very early age of 8 months. She
went on to survive an entanglement and, on December 30, 2004,
she was sighted with her first calf. She is named for the comic
strip character from Calvin and Hobbes, because she exhibited
similar traits to the youngster in the—comic cleverness,
persistence, friskiness and the strength to survive.

Named after the intrepid Antarctic explorer, Shackleton caused
quite a commotion when he ventured up the Delaware River to
Camden, NJ. During this adventure he was struck by a tug boat,
but he survived his ordeal and is now seen regularly on the Bay
of Fundy feeding grounds.

Phoenix is a mother and grandmother. In 1997 she was 
entangled in fishing gear but managed to escape. She was 
named for the mythical bird that burned but rose from the ashes.
Phoenix has survived a serious entanglement and “returned”
from almost certain doom with only a distinctive lip scar to 
show for her two-year ordeal.

Snowball got his name from a unique scar above his left lip 
that resembles a big white snowball. We do not know what
caused this scar, but it does make him easy to identify, even from
a distance. Snowball has been seen in habitats where only a few
right whales are documented yearly, such as Jeffrey’s Ledge off
the coast of New Hampshire and in the waters off Long Island.

Piper was first seen in 1993 and at the time was already at least
two years old. She was named for a scar on her flank that looks
like a small airplane, like the popular Piper Cub. She had been
entangled twice in a 12-year period, but was seen in April 2005
free of gear. She was sighted with her first calf in January 2006.

The many white scars and dots on this whale’s black body
reminded researchers of the night sky, so they named him 
Starry Night. He is frequently seen in courtship groups and,
with the development of new genetic techniques, we may soon
know which calves he has fathered.

Starry Night (an adult male)Piper (an adult female)



Or, please charge to:

Mastercard o       Visa o       American Express o       Discover o

Account number:   Exp. Date: 

Name on credit card:

Signature:

SPONSORSHIP FORM

Thank you!
For your generous support of 
our Right Whale Research
Program. 
If your sponsorship has expired
(check the bottom of your
certificate), please consider an 
additional donation or pass this 
form on to an interested friend. 

Thanks again for your support!

For more information visit
www.neaq.org/rwcatalog

or use our secure form at www.neaq.org/rwcatalog

o Calvin o Starry Night o Piper
o Phoenix o Shackleton o Snowball

Yes, I would like to sponsor a Right Whale: 

o $45  o $75  (o book  or  o T-shirt)
o $125 o $250
T-shirt size: o S o M  o L  o XL

Enclosed is my donation of

Sponsorship Level

Benefit 45 75 125 250
A 4x6 photo and certificate 3 3 3 3

A composite drawing and sighting map 
for your whale 3 3 3 3

Right whale information packet 3 3 3 3

One year subscription to Right Whale
Research News (biannual newsletter) 3 3 3 3

Choice of Disappearing Giants* or T-shirt^ 3

Disappearing Giants and T-shirt 3

T-shirt and signed copy of The Urban Whale** 3

*By Scott Kraus and Kenneth Mallory, hardcover, 48 pages
** Edited by Scott Kraus and Roz Rolland, hardcover, 543 pages
^ Available in small, medium, large and x-large

Recipient’s name as it should appear on sponsorship certificate (please print). 

Yes, I would like to make an additional tax-deductible contribution to support the Right Whale 
Research Program? Amount Enclosed: 

Please print
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Telephone:

Email:

Please mail the sponsorship package to:  Me o   Gift Recipient o

Payment Information

Total amount enclosed: $

Please make checks payable to the New England Aquarium

To make a contribution by phone, please call 617-973-6582.
Please mail completed form to: Right Whale Research Program
New England Aquarium, Central Wharf, Boston, MA  02110

Is this a gift?  o Yes   o No  

If yes, please complete the following:

Recipient’s name:

Address:

City, State, Zip, Country:

Telephone:

Email:
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Sponsored Whales
Update
By Amy R. Knowlton and 
Lindsay A. Cooper

Because it’s been a short period of time

since the last update in Right Whale

Research News Volume 16, Number 2,

we assumed we would have no new 

sponsored whale sightings to share with

you. However, since we are continuously

processing photographs and matching

them to the Catalog, we were recently

able to match an April 2007 aerial 

sighting of Snowball (Catalog #1131).

In the last newsletter we had reported

that Snowball had not been seen in 2007.

In fact, he was photographed by the

Provincetown Center for Coastal Studies

and had simply not yet been matched 

to the Catalog. To get the most up-to- 

date sighting information for your 

sponsored whale feel free to visit

www.neaq.org/rwcatalog and search 

for your whale! 

As we reported in the last newsletter

Phoenix, Shackleton, Starry Night,

Calvin, and Piper were all seen in 2007,

as well. As the map shows, most of the

2007 sightings were in the northern 

feeding grounds off of Cape Cod and 

in the Bay of Fundy. Phoenix was the

only one that ventured down to the

southeastern U.S. in 2007. This is not

surprising as this area serves as a calving

ground and Phoenix was the only one 

of the three sponsored females that was

due to calve in 2007.

The 2008 winter survey season on the

calving ground ended on March 31, so we

are just beginning the photo-analysis. At

this time, none of the sponsored animals

have been identified; however integrating

the photographic data from all the survey

groups will take some time. As curators of

the North Atlantic Right Whale Catalog,

NEAq often receives as many as 1600

sightings from the winter season alone!

We will be keeping a sharp lookout for 

all of our sponsored whales as we receive

information from our many research 

collaborators.

Many thanks to all of you for 

sponsoring a North Atlantic right whale!

Amy Knowlton, Research Scientist
Amy, after graduating with a bachelors’ degree 
in Geography from Boston University in 1982,
began as a part-time volunteer with the Right
Whale Program in 1983. She became full-time 
in 1988. Amy holds a Masters degree in Marine
Policy from the University of Rhode Island with 
a focus on shipping regulations and protection of
right whales from ship strikes. She has a strong
interest in meshing science with policy to help
develop effective protection measures for right
whales.

Lindsay Cooper, Assistant Scientist
Lindsay earned a B.S. in Biology from Allegheny
College in 2002. She has worked as a research
assistant and as an aerial and shipboard observer
on marine mammal surveys. She joined NEAq 
as an aerial observer in 2002. Lindsay is 
currently the Right Whale Research Program’s
data coordinator. In addition to cataloging 
contributed photographs of right whales, she has 
a strong interest in entanglement scar analysis.
She also coordinates the Sponsorship Program 
and is the Editor of Right Whale Research News.
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THANK YOU! We would like to thank all of the individuals, organizations and schools that continue to support our research with
annual sponsorships and donations. Your support is critical to our work and we appreciate all of your efforts. In the last year, your
generous donations have provided these important resources to our project:
n Travel to and participation in implementation team meetings responsible for the recovery of right whales under the Endangered Species Act
n Field supplies in support of field studies and continued updating of the right whale catalog
n Travel and supplies for disentanglement efforts

Naming Contest
Winner 
In the last edition of Right Whale Research

News (Volume 16, Number 2), we put out

a request to help us name Catalog #1403.

We are happy to announce that the 

winner is Erin Burke of New Bedford,

MA. She submitted the name Meridian.

Erin said she chose this name based 

on the definition of “meridian”—an 

imaginary arc on the Earth’s surface from

the North Pole to the South Pole that

connects all locations running along it

with a given longitude. Congratulations

Erin! Everyone can see Meridian’s 

photographs and sighting history at

www.neaq.org/rwcatalog. Thank you to

all who submited a name to the contest!

If you’d like to try your hand at naming

another whale, please see “Help us 

Name a Whale” in the fall edition of 

the newsletter.

Meridian (Catalog #1403), named by Erin Burke of New Bedford, MA.

Photo: Lindsay Cooper, New England Aquarium, photo taken under NMFS permit
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