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We are thrilled to announce that the 2009

calving season has turned out to be a real

record-breaker. As of March 31, when 

our aerial surveys ended, 39 different

mother/calf pairs had been sighted, more

than in any previous calving season! Prior

to this, the record number was 31 calves

in 2001. It has been a monumental season

on many counts. On December 9, 2008,

after years of bureaucratic wrangling with

the federal government, the new ship

speed reduction rule to reduce the threat

of ship collisions with right whales finally

became law. (See Slower Ships…in RWRN

Vol. 16, No. 2 2008 and Mandatory Speed

Rule…in this issue for more information

about the rule and what it means for right

whales.) With such an eventful season,

there is a lot to report, but first a little

background on the reasons why, year after

year, we head down south.

During the winter, from December 1

to March 31, New England Aquarium

researchers establish a field station in

Fernandina Beach, Fla. A large 

proportion of the North Atlantic right

whale population, including most 

pregnant females, some non-pregnant

adult females, adult males and juveniles 

of both sexes, migrate to this critical 

habitat and only known calving ground.

The Aquarium’s team of aerial observers

take to the sky each good-weather day 

to conduct surveys on pre-determined

tracklines that stretch more than 

Picasso (Catalog #2611) and Catalog #3320 (left) swim together with their calves. It is unusual to see

two mother/calf pairs so close to each other on the calving ground. Photo / Zachary Swaim/NEAq
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30 nautical miles (nm) from shore and

cover more than 1,000 square nm of

ocean. Our surveys, along with those of

aerial teams to the north and south of us,

are part of the Early Warning System

(EWS). The EWS surveys were created

to assist in ship strike avoidance by 

locating right whales and providing 

real-time information (time, position,

number of whales and direction of 

movement) to alert mariners (both 

commercial and military) to the presence

of right whales in the critical habitat.

Aquarium researchers are responsible for

surveying an area that includes two of the

three major shipping channels in the 

critical habitat/calving ground. These

channels, Jacksonville and Fernandina,

serve two commercial shipping ports as

well as two Naval bases, making this an

area dense with commercial, military and

recreational vessel traffic. This season we

were kept extremely busy; in fact, out of

our 71 flight days, we only had five with 

no right whale sightings.

There were some interesting patterns

of travel by certain individuals during this

season. Baldy (Catalog #1240) was first

sighted on December 2 by the Wildlife

Trust aerial survey team off the coast of

South Carolina with another pregnant

female. Her next sighting was a month

later, on January 9, when she was seen by

Virginia Aquarium off the coast of

Virginia with a calf by her side. She did

not stop her expeditions there and was

sighted back down south multiple times

by aerial teams throughout the season.

(For more about Baldy, read What A

Difference A Mother Makes in this issue.)

One well-known whale, Calvin (Catalog

#2223), was first sighted with her calf by

the University of North Carolina,

Wilmington, off the coast of North

Carolina and then never again by any

teams further south.

Two adult females (Catalog #s 1968

and 2413) formed a persistent association

and were seen together in every sighting

throughout the season with very few

exceptions. We called this pair “The

Ladies.” Although strong bonds 

consistently form between a mother and

her calf, a long-term association between

adult right whales is rare. In addition to

“The Ladies,” we also saw two mother/

calf pairs hanging out together—an

uncommon sight even on the crowded

calving ground. We typically observe a

mother and her newborn calf off by

themselves, away from other whales, so 

it was unusual to see two mothers, both

with their calves, swimming side by side

(see photo). These variations amongst

whales and the relationships they form

remind us that we cannot use individuals

as a standard to represent the entire 

population. Unique traits are expressed

both in patterns of movement and in

behaviors, surprising scientists and 

keeping our jobs interesting!

The biopsy teams from Georgia

Department of Natural Resources,

Florida Wildlife Conservation

Commission and National Marine

Fisheries Service had an extremely 

successful season obtaining skin samples

for genetic analysis. This season we 

sighted several mothers in the area that

are classified as “non-Fundy” whales.

Because these mothers do not bring their

calves to the Bay of Fundy in the summer

months (where they go during that time

is unknown), our best chance to obtain

biopsy samples comes when they are 

on the calving ground. A few of the 

non-Fundy mothers present this season

had not previously been biopsy-sampled

and were therefore high priorities. One

example is Catalog #1515, who has never

been seen in the Bay of

Fundy. Since newborn

calves have very little

callosity coverage, it is 

impossible to identify

them from aerial

images. This makes it

imperative to collect

genetic samples during

the time that they

remain with their

mothers, verifying the

relationship. Biopsy

teams were able to

obtain all of the samples

allocated to them under

their permit, including

samples of Catalog #1515 and her calf.

The non-Fundy mothers represent about

one-third of the adult females, and yet we

know very little about them. The genetic

information obtained from them in the

SEUS will add to our understanding of

these mysterious whales.

Unfortunately, three mortalities were

witnessed during the season: two live

strandings and one calf carcass (see The

Dead and the Dying, this issue). Other

disheartening news was the number of

entangled whales that showed up in the

southeast, a total of five during the season

(see Entanglement Update, this issue).

The first of the 39 mother/calf pairs

was sighted remarkably early, on

November 25, 2008, and the last on

March 9, 2009, making for a long but

encouraging field season. Sightings of

mothers with their calves ranged from 

as far north as Virginia to south of Fort

Pierce, Fla. Although there were some

trying times with disentanglement efforts

and stranding responses, overall it has

been an extremely hopeful calving season,

and it may not be over yet. Last year, an

additional three mother/calf pairs were

discovered in northern habitats that had

not been observed during the southeast

season. It is an exciting time to be

involved in right whale research, and 

we wait in eager anticipation to see what

the coming season in the Bay of Fundy

will hold.

Read Jessica’s profile at neaq.org/research.

The 2009 New England Aquarium EWS aerial survey team with Cessna

Skymaster 337: (from left to right) Jessica Taylor, Kara Mahoney

Robinson, Zachary Swaim and Jonathon Cunha. Photo / Holly Friedman

Southeast Caving Season
Continued from page 1
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What A Difference 
A Mother Makes
By Philip Hamilton

Back in July 2005, a number of us 

published a paper in the journal Science

entitled “North Atlantic Right Whales in

Crisis” (Science 309:561-562) in response

to a particularly bad 16 months of right

whale mortalities. Of the eight deaths

documented in that short period, six were

females, and three were pregnant at the

time. This loss underlined what we

already knew: that reproductive females 

are the hope of this population’s future,

and their survival is especially important.

Several years earlier, Masami Fujiwara 

and Hal Caswell had shown that saving

just two female right whales each year

could reverse what was at that time a

downward population trajectory 

(Nature 414: 537-541).

This winter we witnessed a series of

events that highlighted the importance of

these females. On January 9, 2009, Baldy

(#1240), one of our oldest mothers, was

Baldy and her calf on the calving ground. Baldy has had at least eight calves and is a 

great-grandmother. Photo / Katie Jackson/ Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission

seen off the coast of Virginia with her

eighth documented calf. Back in 1974,

Baldy, named for her unusually patchy

callosity, was photographed for the first

time, and she was with a calf then, too.

That means she has been actively repro-

ducing for at least 35 years and possibly

much longer than that! Two weeks before

Baldy was sighted this past January,

#1503 (Baldy’s third known calf, born in

1985) had been seen off South Carolina

with her fourth calf—Baldy’s eighth

grandchild. The story became even more

interesting just a few weeks later when

Baldy’s granddaughter, Boomerang

(#2503, #1503’s first calf, born in 1995),

was seen with her second calf—Baldy’s

second great-grandchild! That means that

this year, Baldy is new mother, grand-

mother, and great-grandmother! As of

this year, Baldy has been responsible for

bringing at least 18 right whales into this

world. This clearly shows how important

it is to keep these mothers safe. Her 

continued success is something to hope

for and celebrate!

Read Philip’s profile at neaq.org/research.

A Whale of a Gift!
If you ever find yourself stymied by 

trying to find creative and meaningful

gifts for friends and family, consider 

giving them a right whale! At 55 feet 

and 70 tons, it may not fit in your bath-

tub, so we’ve come up with the next

best thing–a North Atlantic Right Whale

Sponsorship. If you are reading this

newsletter, you may already sponsor a

right whale, and you know that the right

whale story is a compelling one that

should be shared far and wide. 

We recently completed a major 

overhaul of our right whale sponsorship

package. The new materials now

include a four-page color pamphlet with

the sponsored whale’s life story, sight-

ings map, composite drawing and

photo, as well as some history about

our long-term research program

focused on this extremely endangered

species. Sponsors will also receive a

certificate with a photo of their whale

and Disappearing Giants, a small-format

book by Scott Kraus and Ken Mallory 

of New England Aquarium. The book

goes into great depth about all the 

fascinating things we know about 

right whales and is filled with wonderful 

photos.   

Right whales are considered a 

sentinel species, and by monitoring 

the populations’ reproduction, human-

related impacts and individual health 

we can learn about the health of our

oceans. Our research focuses on all 

of these aspects of this beleaguered

population. By sponsoring a right whale,

you will directly help us continue this

important work. Through your support

and our dedicated efforts, we will 

continue to make a difference for this

species and help them come back 

from the brink of extinction. 

A Right Whale Sponsorship really is

a perfect gift!

For more information online, visit
www.neaq.org/get_involved/animal_
sponsorship/right_whale_sponsorship.php,
or go to www.neaq.org and click on 
“Get Involved” then “Sponsor an Animal”
to find the right whale sponsorship page.
If you’d prefer to have information sent 
to you, please call 617-973-6582.
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Entanglement
Update
By Monica A. Zani

Each newsletter, we dedicate some space

for an article about current entangled

right whale cases. Sometimes it’s as 

simple as an update on a whale that had

been entangled but is now gear-free.

Other times, the whale has not been seen

again, and its fate is unknown. But lately,

I am finding that writing this update is 

becoming increasingly daunting. With

each new issue of the newsletter, I wonder

if there will be enough space to cover all

the entanglement cases. Since 2000, more

than 40 right whales have been entangled

in fishing gear. Some of those whales have

shed the entangling gear, some have been

successfully disentangled, a few have died

(although we don’t always have the car-

cass to prove it), but others still remain

entangled. It is with the thought of all

these whales that I would gladly welcome

the challenge of not having enough to

write about to fill the designated space for

the entanglement update.

Many right whale entanglement cases

are complex, and the disentanglement

effort (whether successful or unsuccessful)

can take weeks, months or sometimes

even years of planning and executing

responses. For the lucky whales, the end

result is freedom from the entanglement,

but the unlucky may carry fishing gear for

years before they finally succumb to their

weakened health and die. For this reason,

I will have to simply summarize the 

current cases. If I attempted to write 

in-depth about each entangled whale,

its entanglement sighting history, number

of disentanglement attempts and all the

people, organizations and agencies

involved, I would easily take up this 

entire newsletter.

Here is a brief update on the 

entangled whales mentioned in the 

previous newsletter (RWRN Vol. 16,

No. 2 2008).

Catalog #2645: An adult female, first

documented entangled in January 2008.

Update: documented gear free,

December 2008.

Catalog #1980: An adult male, first docu-

mented entangled in February 2008.

Update: currently still entangled. Poor

condition.

Wart (Catalog #1140): A reproductive

female, first documented entangled in

March 2008. Update: currently still

entangled. Fair, but possibly declining

condition.

Kingfisher (Catalog #3346): A 6-year-

old male; after more than five years still

has a large amount of line wrapped

around his right flipper. Despite the

entanglement, Kingfisher appears healthy.

However, because the line is wrapped

around the flipper, and the whale is young

(and thus, still growing), he could still be

at risk from his entanglement. Update:

Kingfisher appears in the same condition.

December marks the beginning of

intense aerial survey effort for right

whales in the southeast U.S. (SEUS).

(Read The Busy (and Record Breaking)…in

this issue.) Right from very beginning, we

knew this calving season was going to be

busy. Unfortunately, the winter of 2009 is

noteworthy not only for a record number

of calves born but also for the record

number of entanglements first document-

ed in the SEUS. Keep in mind that the

first documentation of the entanglement

is opportunistic and does not accurately

depict the timeframe and/or the area of

the actual entanglement event. In many

cases, the timeframe, gear type and region

from which the fishing gear came is

unknown.

Here are the SEUS entanglement cases:

Catalog #3294: Unknown age, most 

likely a juvenile. First documented 

entangled on December 8, 2008, off the

coast of Florida. Approximately one week

later, a telemetry buoy was attached to 

the lines trailing behind the whale.

Fortunately, the telemetry buoy eventually

pulled the remaining line from around the

whale’s body, and Catalog #3294 was con-

firmed free of all gear by early February.

2007 calf of Catalog #1701: Age 2. First

documented entangled on December 26,

2008 off the coast of Florida. A telemetry

buoy was attached to trailing line the next

day and by the following day the buoy

was found floating free from the whale. It

was not until early January that this

young whale was confirmed free of all

fishing gear.

2007 Calf of Catalog #2614: Age 2.

First documented entangled on February

7, 2009, off the coast of Georgia. Two

days later, a telemetry buoy was attached,

and on February 12, a multi-agency 

Bridle (Catalog #3311) has a life-threatening entanglement in fishing gear. Line wraps around and

cuts deeply into the head and left lower lip and is clearly seen trailing along the left side and behind

the whale’s body. Photo / Wildlife Trust
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disentanglement effort was mounted.

The crew successfully cut a line that

wrapped around the top of the whale’s

head and mouth. Although not all the

gear was removed, it is likely that the

short pieces that remain will eventually 

be shed.

Bridle (Catalog #3311): Age 6. First

documented off the coast of Georgia 

on January 14 with an extensive and

severe entanglement through the mouth

and around the top of the head. The

entangling gear cut deep into Bridle’s

lower lip and rostrum. During the next

two months, this whale was the center 

of an enormous disentanglement effort.

The multi-agency/organization under-

taking included days of planning, weeks

of telemetry tracking and a number of

directed and assertive disentanglement

efforts by specialized personal. On March

6, an attempt to slow the whale by using

sedation techniques proved successful,

and the team was able to cut most of 

the entangling line from the whale.

Unfortunately, during the seven-week

period from its first sighting, Bridle

showed signs of deteriorating health due

to the nature of the entanglement. Bridle

has not been re-sighted, and this young

whale’s fate is unknown.

Catalog #3420: Age 5. This female was

first documented entangled on January

31, 2009, off Georgia. Fast-acting first

responders managed to arrive onsite and

attach a telemetry buoy within hours of

the initial sighting. However, the teleme-

try information from this buoy proved to

be sporadic during the following few

weeks. Catalog #3420 transited south

along the Florida coast before turning

north. By mid-February the buoy was

adrift off the coast of New Jersey, so 

the condition of this whale and its 

entanglement status is currently

unknown.

Read Monica’s profile at neaq.org/research.

At the beginning of each calving season

and calendar year, we hold out high hopes

that perhaps this will be a year of no right

whale deaths, or at least no deaths related

to the human activities that we are trying

so hard to prevent. Alas, 2009 will not

quite be one of those years, although the

mortalities documented this year so far

have proven to be somewhat unusual.

The first event was that of a live

stranded neonate (newborn) on December

16, 2008, in Avon, NC. This represents

only the third live stranded neonate 

documented over the past 30 years.

Unfortunately, because of its remote 

location and its condition, the calf had to

be euthanized so it would not continue to

suffer. Bill McLellan from the University

of North Carolina in Wilmington

(UNCW), along with a team of experts,

performed a necropsy, or animal autopsy,

on the 16-foot male calf. The preliminary

findings suggest the calf was born with

intestinal problems that interfered with

feeding. There was no evidence that it

had nursed, so it probably beached fairly

soon after it was born.

The second event began on January

26, 2009, along the Outer Banks of North

Carolina with a report of a large stranded

whale on one of the shoals. Based on the

location, description and knowledge of

what kinds of large whales had stranded

in that area in the past, it was considered

to likely be a sperm whale. The U.S.

Coast Guard was able to do a fly-over 

of this remote location on January 28, and

they determined that it was in fact a right

whale and it was still alive. Plus, based on

the size described (20-25 feet), it became

clear that it was not a newborn. The

responders were dealing with a whole new

situation–a non-calf, living right whale

stranded on a remote shoal that was cov-

ered with water at high tide and a sandy

island at low tide. Later that same day,

the US Coast Guard helicopter flew two

people, including a veterinarian, out to

the site to assess the animal’s condition

and to collect photographs. It was 

determined that the whale was in 

declining condition, could not be rescued

and would need to be euthanized. This

was carried out the next day. An on-site

necropsy was begun, with Bill McLellan

once again leading the effort. This in

itself was a challenge, as the necropsy

team had to be ferried out by small boats,

and their time on site was limited to just 

a few hours because of the tide. The 

small team was able to perform a partial

necropsy, flensing the whale (stripping the

blubber and skin from it) and collecting

what samples they could. Based on the

images sent to the Aquarium, we deter-

mined that the animal was a two-year old

male, Catalog #3710. After reviewing all

the images of #3710, we noticed that he

This newborn right whale calf was found 

stranded but still alive on an Outer Banks beach

in North Carolina on December 16, 2008. It was

euthanized soon after this photo was taken. The

mother of the calf is unknown at this time, but

we are hopeful that a genetic sample taken 

during the necropsy will reveal that information.

Photo / North Carolina Wildlife Resource Commission 

The Dead and the Dying
By Amy Knowlton

Continued on page 6
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Ship strikes are the leading cause of 

serious injury and mortality to right

whales from human related activities.

Right whales are not the only whales 

that die from ship strikes, but historical

records demonstrate that the most

numerous, per capita, ocean-going vessel

strikes recorded among large-whale

species accrue to the North Atlantic right

whale. Additionally, incidental mortality

from ship strikes has more of an impact

on right whales than other cetacean

species because of their critically 

endangered status, long reproductive

cycle, low reproductive rate and high level

of interaction with ships. Fewer than 

400 North Atlantic right whales remain,

and the species is critically endangered.

Although efforts to reduce the threat of

ship strikes on right whales have been

ongoing since the 1990s, two recent 

measures implemented in the southeast

United States should provide further 

protection in an important habitat area.

The only known calving ground for

the North Atlantic right whale is located

in the coastal waters of the southeast

United States (SEUS) between

Brunswick, Ga., and Cape Canaveral, Fla.

Efforts to implement measures to protect

this most vulnerable segment of the 

population began in 1994 with the 

designation of the Southeast Critical

Habitat under the Endangered Species

Act and the Early Warning System aerial

surveys to locate and inform mariners of

right whale locations. During the last

three years, additional measures, including 

recommended routing and recommended

speeds for transiting vessels, were imple-

mented. In December 2008, coinciding

with the start of this year’s calving season,

legislation was enacted to require manda-

tory vessel speeds in certain areas to 

further protect right whales from the

threat of serious injury and mortality

from ship strikes. Here, we report on the

first four months of the program and how

the vessels responded to the new rule.

Mandatory Speed Rule
As of December 9, 2008, all large 

commercial ships are required to slow

down to 10 knots or less within 20 nm 

of port entrances along the Eastern

Seaboard (see RWRN Vol. 16, No. 2

2008). The legislation was put forth by

the National Marine Fisheries Service

(NMFS) in an effort to reduce the threat

of ship-strike mortalities to right whales

and was a big victory not only for the

whales but also for researchers who have

been fighting for almost 10 years to get

this regulation passed. Every winter,

researchers from the New England

Aquarium are part of the Early Warning

System (EWS) that flies aerial surveys in

Mandatory Speed Rule and Vessel
Response in the Southeast Critical 
Habitat Area
By Kerry Lagueux and Diane Rombalski

had experienced a fairly serious entangle-

ment interaction as a calf. The necropsy

team was able to use the photos of the old

scars to determine that there had not

been more recent human-related scarring

or wounds that would have led to the

stranding. The team did notice, however,

that the back region towards the tail was

quite kinked, and the tissue in that area

seemed unusual. To investigate this 

further, they dissected a portion of the

spinal column to send to scientists at

Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution

for further analyses. This in itself was no

easy feat, as a several-foot section of a

right whale spinal column weighs hun-

dreds of pounds! But the team managed

to get the job done with limited time 

and limited resources in a very remote

location. Cause of death determination 

is pending.

The third mortality was a calf found

floating off of St. Augustine, Fla. on

February 17. Although we are not totally

certain about its identity (i.e., who its

mother was), we have a potential identifi-

cation. On February 12, our aerial survey

team had sighted Gannet (Catalog

#2660) and her calf, which was estimated

to be about 10 days old. (This was the

first time the pair had been sighted.) 

The calf was missing a portion of its

fluke, possibly from a vessel strike, as 

the cut was very straight and not ragged.

Several right whales in the population are

missing a portion of their flukes, so we

did not expect that this wound would lead

to the calf ’s death. However, on February

15, Gannet was seen without her calf, so

we feared that it had not survived. We

notified survey and stranding personnel in

the region to be on the lookout, and two

days later, a dead calf was found floating

off of St. Augustine. It was towed to

shore, and Bob Bonde from the US

Geological Service carried out the

necropsy. Unfortunately, because the tail

region had been heavily scavenged by

sharks, we were unable to immediately

identify it as Gannet’s calf, although the

timing certainly suggests that it could be.

We will have to wait for genetics 

analysis of the skin sample taken during

the necropsy to confirm this link. A

determination of the cause of death 

for this calf is still pending.

After this unusual series of mortalities,

what becomes clear is that, because of the

nature of the right whale community and

the dedication of many, many people, an

exceptional job is always done to learn as

much as possible from each of these dead

whales. By meshing our insight from the

photo-ID end of the story and with the

expertise of the necropsy teams and 

laboratories that work on these carcasses,

each dead and dying right whale has a

story that can be told–a story that 

provides a rare view into the lives 

of these wild animals.

Read Amy’s profile at neaq.org/research.

The Dead and the Dying
Continued from page 5



AIS transmissions are also received

by port authorities to monitor traffic,

similar to how air traffic controllers

work. Researchers are able tap into this 

information by collecting and storing

these data as they are sent over marine

radio frequencies. During the previous

three years, we have been using data

from AIS transmissions to monitor 

vessel routes and thus the response of

vessels to recommended speed and 

routing measures put in place to protect

right whales from ship

strikes. In 2009, this same 

technology made it 

possible for us to monitor

the speed of vessels and

whether the vessels were

complying with the new

speed limit as well as the

recommended routes in 

the right whale critical

habitat area.

Recommended Routes
Recommended routes were

put in place in November

2006 for the three major

ports in the right whale

calving ground:

Jacksonville, Fla.;

Fernandina Beach, Fla.;

and Brunswick, Ga. These

routes were put in place 

to minimize the travel 

distance of ships transiting

the critical habitat en route

to port. (The less time a

ship is traveling though

the critical habitat, the less

chance it has to encounter 

a right whale.) During the

past four years, we have

seen increasing use of the

recommended routes, from

greater than 40 percent in

the first year they were put

in place to greater than 80 percent in

2008. It appears that most vessels are

now using these routes as they transit

the area. Yet, this measure alone is not

enough to eliminate ship strikes of right

whales, as these routes still transit areas

with a high density of mother/calf pairs.

The additional measure of slowing 
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the southeast calving ground to locate

and photograph right whales and notify

vessel traffic in the area of right whale

locations. For the past four years, the

Aquarium survey team has used

Automatic Identification System (AIS)

technology while they are flying to 

monitor ship traffic in the area. AIS 

is a ship-based system that uses VHF

radio frequencies to broadcast a vessel’s 

position, speed, direction and other 

information such as call sign, name and

The southeast right whale critical habitat area, mandatory ship 

reporting area, and recommended routes offshore of Georgia 

and Florida in the United States. Map / Kerry Lagueux/NEAq

vessel type to other vessels within range.

This system was put in place for 

navigational safety and is required for

commercial vessels longer than 65 feet 

on international voyages other than 

passenger and fishing vessels, passenger

vessels greater than 150 gross tons and

tankers, regardless of size.

vessels down in the calving ground 

combined with the recommended routes

provides right whales greater protection

from ship strikes.

Response of Vessels to 
Mandatory Speed Rule
In the three years before the mandatory

ship speed rule went into effect, the speed

of commercial cargo and tanker vessels

traveling in the right whale calving

ground averaged more than 14 knots.

According to researchers Angelia

Vanderlaan and Christopher Taggart of

Dalhousie University (Halifax, Nova

Scotia), this vessel speed would result 

in a 70 percent chance of right whale

mortality if there were a collision between

a ship and a whale. Slowing vessels to 

a mandatory 10 knots decreases this 

probability of mortality to 30 percent 

if a vessel strike occurred. Consequently,

during the EWS surveys in the SEUS,

the Aquarium team has been keeping 

tabs on the vessels in the area and 

assessing vessel speeds and response to 

the mandatory speed rule. Prior to this

calving season, there were recommended

speeds of 10 knots in the calving ground,

but during that time, fewer than 12 

percent of the vessels were slowing to or

traveling at the recommended speed.

Since the rule was enacted in early

December 2008, greater than 55 percent

of the vessels transit the area at the 

maximum speed of 10 knots, showing a

significant increase in compliance. These

are preliminary data since we have not

been able to evaluate the final month of

our winter survey to make the deadline

for this publication, but this trend is very

promising. We only expect to see an

increase in compliance with further

awareness of the ship strike rule.

Reference: Vanderlaan, A.S.M., C.T. Taggart. 2007.

Vessel Collisions with Whales: The Probability of Lethal

Injury based on Vessel Speed. 23(1): 144-156

Read Kerry and Diane’s profiles at
neaq.org/research.



Sponsored Whale
Update
By Jonathan Cunha

Thank you for sponsoring a right whale!

Your support helps us continue our 

mission to protect this critically 

endangered species. The right whale team

has been busy monitoring the population

by analyzing and cataloging photographs

taken over the last several years. We have

some news to report on five of our six

sponsored whales: Calvin (Catalog

#2223), Piper (Catalog #2320), Snowball

(Catalog #1131), Phoenix (Catalog

#1705) and Shackleton (Catalog #2440).

We have also included a map of the 

sponsored whales sighted over the 

past year to help you visualize their 

movements.

Our favorite adventurer, Shackleton,

has recently been sighted in Cape Cod

Bay by the Provincetown Center for

Coastal Studies (PCCS) aerial survey

team. During the first sighting, on April

10, 2009, he was subsurface feeding,

but in his next sighting four days later,

Shackleton was cavorting in a surface

active group (SAG) with two other

whales. We’ve also recently confirmed two

spring 2008 sightings of him that were

not reported in our last newsletter. The

first was in Cape Cod Bay on April 21,

2008, when he was observed skim feeding

in echelon (see sidebar) with another

whale. Two weeks later, on May 5, he 

was sighted in a SAG in the Great South

Channel by the Northeast Fisheries

Science Center (NEFSC). As Shackleton

has gotten older, he has rarely been seen

in the Bay of Fundy, and where he goes in

the summer is a mystery. We always look

forward to these springtime sightings of

him, so we can see how he’s doing.

Snowball was sighted by NEFSC on

November 24, 2008, on Jeffreys Ledge off

Cape Ann, MA. Interestingly, Snowball’s

last previous sighting, by Whale Center of

New England, had been almost exactly

one year earlier (November 25) and in the

same habitat! Jeffreys Ledge is an intrigu-

ing area, because many of the right whales

seen there are rarely photographed 

elsewhere. Unfortunately, they visit

Jeffreys during the high-wind months of

October through December, when vessel

surveys are few and far between.

Snowball has been photographed on

Jeffreys Ledge in late November in 2003,

2004, 2007 and now 2008; in some years,

it was the only habitat in which he was

sighted.

Both Calvin and Piper gave birth 

to calves this winter, which means our

predictions in our last issue (RWRN Vol.

16, No. 2 2008) were correct! Calvin was

sighted with her calf on December 30 

by the University of North Carolina,

Wilmington. This was the only sighting

of Calvin during the entire season,

although we may discover more during

photo-analysis of all the images from 

the 2009 calving ground surveys. Calvin

brought her first known calf to the Bay 

of Fundy in 2005, and we are hoping she

returns this summer with her second.

8
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Echelon Feeding
Right whales feed on a type of zooplankton called copepods, microscopic

animals about the size of a grain of rice. The whales require very dense

patches of these tiny animals in order to get enough to eat, and they are

experts at finding them. They feed by moving slowly back and forth through

the super-dense patches with their mouths open, using their long baleen to

strain the copepods from the seawater. 

Right whales have evolved to get the most zooplankton possible from

these patches. One of the ways they appear to do that is through echelon

feeding. “Echelon” refers to the distinct V-formation in which many groups

of animals move, such as geese flying overhead. When right whales feed in

echelon, one whale takes the lead, another follows slightly behind and off

to the side, and sometimes another whale trails slightly behind and to the

side of the second one (often forming a slanted line rather than a “V”). 

No one knows for sure why the whales feed in this formation, but Dr.

Mark Baumgartner, a scientist at Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution

who studies right whale feeding, offered his ideas. One hypothesis is that

some copepods may sense the lead whale’s approach and jump out of its

way; thus, the wing-whales to the side and back of the leader are placed 

to catch copepods that flee to the side. Another hypothesis is that the 

lead-whale’s turbulence concentrates the copepods in between the whales,

so the wing-whales benefit by feeding close to the leader. Or, perhaps right

whales echelon-feed for a different reason that we haven’t yet guessed.

Whatever the explanation is, when it comes to feeding, right whales know

what they’re doing. A behavior that completely puzzles us no doubt makes

perfect sense to them. Echelon feeding is another curious behavior that

make right whales so interesting and mysterious!

Two whales echelon feeding in Cape Cod Bay. Photo / Provincetown Center for Coastal Studies

Piper was not so elusive. She was

sighted a total of 15 times between

December 15, 2008, and February 27,

2009, by New England Aquarium’s aerial

survey team. The team first sighted Piper

with a newborn calf on January 4, five

nautical miles off the coast of Amelia

Island, Fla. PCCS reports that Piper has

been sighted in Cape Cod Bay this April,

but, due to the rough sea-state, observers

were unable to confirm that her calf was

with her. We’re keeping our fingers

crossed that both Piper and her calf made

a successful journey up the coast from

Florida, and, of course, we’ll have an

update in our next newsletter.

In March, Friday the 13th was a lucky

day for us, because Phoenix was sighted

that day by NEFSC observers during an

aerial survey. She was involved in a SAG

with two other whales on Georges Bank,

an area about 120 miles east of Cape Cod.

We notified the Smithsonian’s National

Museum of Natural History of this 

sighting so they could update Phoenix’s

exhibit in their Sant Ocean Hall in

Washington, D.C. (For more information

on that exhibit, see (RWRN Vol. 16,

No. 2 2008.)

No new sightings of Starry Night

have been confirmed since the last

newsletter, but this does not necessarily

mean he was not seen. Photographs are

continually being submitted to the

Catalog, and sometimes we don’t identify

the whales in those photos until several

months after a field season is complete.

We will keep you updated on our progress

and on the whereabouts of the sponsored

whales in future issues of Right Whale

Research News.

We would like to thank all of the 

individuals, organizations and institutions

that support our mission by sponsoring 

a right whale. Our success in the conser-

vation and protection of such a critically

endangered species is largely due to your

generous contributions! 

Read Jonathan’s profile at neaq.org/research.
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Right Whales and
Climate Change in
the Gulf of Maine
By Scott Kraus

Marine life is dependent on light, temper-

ature, and nutrients, and is influenced by

currents, fresh-water run-off, stratifica-

tion, bathymetry, weather and tides. To

understand the consequences of climate

change to animals like right whales, we

need to first understand the physical

changes that are likely to occur.

First, it’s going to get warmer. There 

is no doubt about this trajectory, and

there is no evidence it is going to slow

down. Many marine organisms are 

temperature-dependent at particular life

Right Whale
Sightings in
Unusual Places
By Philip K. Hamilton, 
Robert D. Kenney, Timothy V.N. Cole

Over the years, we have come to be able

to predict where many right whales are

during any given season, but there are

always surprises. In the last few months,

there have been an unusual number of

those surprises! 

On December 3, 2008, a right whale

was seen swimming west through the

Cape Cod Canal, the narrow channel that

separates Cape Cod from the rest of

Massachusetts and connects Cape Cod

Bay and Buzzards Bay. The Army Corps

of Engineers closed the canal to ship 

traffic while this animal slowly made its

way out into Buzzards Bay. Unfortunately,

no photographs were taken, so this 

animal’s identity will remain a mystery.

A few right whale sightings have been

reported in the canal over the years, one

in June 1957 and six between 1986 and

2005. All but two, including the most

recent sighting, were in April and May,

when animals head northeast up the

coast. The last sighting prior to the one

on December 3 was on April 29, 2005,

when Calvin (Catalog #2223) and her

young calf swam through the canal and

into Cape Cod Bay. To our knowledge

and relief, no right whales have been

struck by vessels while in the canal.

Another interesting sighting, or series

of sightings, also occurred in December

2008. The National Marine Fisheries

Service Northeast Fisheries Science

Center (NMFS) reported finding right

whales in the middle of the Gulf of

Maine during an aerial survey. The 

location near Jordan’s Basin is part of the

news, but the timing of those sightings 

is even more exciting. For five years now,

the NMFS surveys have consistently seen

whales in this area in December and

January, the months when we suspect that

right whales are getting pregnant. This

past year, it was a particularly large 

aggregation, a tantalizing indicator that

this may be one of the places where right

whales are conceived. There were fewer

than a dozen sightings in the area in all

years prior to 2004, but it is unknown

whether that number is solely due to 

limited survey effort. The discovery was

only made thanks to NMFS broad-scale

surveys, and we hope to investigate this

area in greater detail in the future.

The last unusual sighting is perhaps

the oddest. On January 5, 2009, biologists

from the University of the Azores Dept.

of Oceanography and Fisheries and the

Whale Watch Azores photographed a

right whale swimming south of Pico

Island in the Azores, an island chain one

thousand miles west of Portugal. This is

only the second sighting there since 1888

(the last one was in 1914). There has been

speculation in the past that the Azores

could have been an area where the 

western and eastern stocks met en route

to their respective calving grounds off the

southeast US and Africa. There have been

very few sightings on the eastern side of

the North Atlantic in the 20th and 21st

centuries, and we were unsure whether

this animal would be one from the 

North Atlantic Right Whale Catalog.

Amazingly, it turned out to be Catalog

#3270, a female that had last been seen 

in the Bay of Fundy fewer than four

months earlier. She has since been named

“Pico” for the island near where she swam

and because of the remarkable similarity

between the shape of the island and the

shape of the callosity on her head.

We will be watching her sightings with

heightened interest after this little jaunt!

You can keep track of new sightings 

on the Catalog’s web site:

www.neaq.org/rwcatalog.

The North Atlantic Ocean is

immense, so many more interesting 

locations where right whales go still

remain a mystery to us. With their 

ability to swim thousands of miles,

the possibilities are endless!

This article was written for Right Whale News,

Volume 17 Number 1, which can be found at 

www.rightwhaleweb.org.

Read Philip and Robert’s profiles at
neaq.org/research.

Catalog #3270, now named Pico, photographed south of Pico Island in the Azores. 

Photo / Lisa Steiner/Whale Watch Azores.
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stages and will be affected. Second, with

ocean warming, there is thermal expan-

sion and polar ice melt, so there will be

sea level rise. Again, there is no doubt

about this trajectory and also no evidence

that it will slow down. Sea level rise will

affect estuarine ecosystems but may have

less impact offshore. Third, atmospheric

carbon dioxide is increasing far beyond

anything seen in thousands of years, and

as the oceans absorb carbon dioxide, they

will become more acidic (due to the 

formation of carbonic acid). It’s known

that ocean acidity will impair organisms

that require calcium to build shells (like

corals and clams), but the consequences of

increased ocean acidity for most marine

life are not well understood.

Finally, there will be an increase in

precipitation in the northern hemisphere.

Combined with polar ice melt, this means

there will be a significant increase in

freshwater inputs into northern marine

ecosystems. Because most of the predicted

increases in precipitation will be in the

Arctic, one might think that this won’t

affect the Gulf of Maine. Unfortunately,

that is not the case.

Gulf of Maine water is at the end

of a long series of currents from the

Arctic–traveling southward over the Nova

Scotian shelf and through the Northeast

Channel. Freshwater pulses out of the

Arctic bring lower salinity water into the

region and can change the Gulf of

Maine’s physical structure by enhancing

stratification (or layering) in the water

column. Stratification occurs because

water that is colder and saltier is denser

and sinks. Warmer, fresher water is less

dense and stays at the surface unless

mixed by winds and tides. Stratification

reduces the upwelling of nutrients and

downward mixing of oxygen that support

the base of the food web. Increased 

precipitation from climate change will

increase stratification of the water 

column, which will affect plankton 

production.

Changes in the lower levels of the

marine food chain (phytoplankton and

zooplankton) can cascade upwards,

affecting the productivity of all upper 

levels, including fish, marine mammals

and seabirds. It works like this: The base

of the food chain is plant plankton, or

phytoplankton, which is dependent upon

light and nutrients for photosynthesis.

Most phytoplankton productivity occurs

within 20 meters of the surface and varies

throughout the year. In the winter,

phytoplankton production is low, then

there is a spring bloom as light increases.

As the summer surface waters get warm,

the water column becomes stratified,

and surface productivity drops off.

Climate change will increase stratification

intensity, which can also lead to localized

algal blooms (including red tides) and

“dead zones,” where oxygen depletion

reaches extreme levels.

Animal plankton, known as zooplank-

ton, feed upon phytoplankton. In turn,

zooplankton are eaten by schooling fishes,

such as herring, but also by basking sharks

and right whales. The main food for 

right whales is Calanus finmarchicus,

an important species of copepod in the 

Gulf of Maine. Calanus growth is highly

dependent upon water temperature. In

recent years, warming ocean temperatures

have sped up its life cycle, shifting peaks

in Calanus abundance to earlier in 

the spring.

At the next level up the food web, a

variety of species, such as cod, bluefish

and whales, eat herring and other small

schooling fish. And in turn, these are

eaten by higher-level predators, such as

sharks, tuna and humans. These groups 

of predators will be affected by climate

change in a number of ways. As ocean

temperatures rise, the range of suitable

habitat for many species will shift north-

ward. Tuna and whales may shift ranges

northward to reduce thermal stresses 

associated with warming waters, but they

will also be affected by alterations in the

food web. Changes in the zooplankton

composition will alter fish assemblages,

forcing large marine predators to shift

northward to areas where their prey

species have survived or to areas with

alternative prey species.

Increasing temperatures and fresh-

water input are also likely to increase 

the occurrence of marine diseases and

parasites such as cryptosporidium, as 

well as both the frequency and severity of

red tides, which can render large areas

toxic to a variety of ocean life. Finally,

warming temperatures can create suitable

habitat for invasive species that previously

would have been killed off by the seasonal

cold periods in the Gulf of Maine. More

red tides, diseases and invasive species will

have significant impacts upon marine

ecosystems in the region.

What is the time frame? Most 

scientists think that predicted changes

will be seen by the end of this century.

Because of the chemistry of the atmos-

phere, our ability to significantly alter 

climate trends lags by at least 50 years.

Therefore, a lot of discussion has revolved

around adapting to the coming changes.

But how do we help Calanus, fish and

whales adapt? 

The western North Atlantic, and 

the Gulf of Maine in particular, is already

heavily stressed by human activities.

Chemical pollutants, underwater noise

pollution, shipping, fishing, urban and

agricultural run-off, and red tides are

ubiquitous. At high levels, any one of

these factors can damage reproduction

and survival of marine organisms. When

multiple factors are present, the combined

effects can prove to be more than the sum

of the parts. Marine organisms and

ecosystems affected by these cumulative

impacts will be less able to adapt to the

consequences of climate change, due to

reduced physiological resilience. To help

marine animals adapt to climate change,

we need to reduce the existing anthro-

pogenic stressors in the ocean. This is

largely within our means, and doing so

will ensure healthy oceans, fisheries and

whales well into the future.

Read Scott’s profile at neaq.org/research.
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Many you are familiar with the North

Atlantic Right Whale Consortium,

but for those of you who are not, the

Consortium was formed in 1986 and

is comprised of individuals and 

organizations active in right whale

research and management activities.

The mission of the North Atlantic Right

Whale Consortium is to ensure the 

long-term conservation and recovery 

of right whales in the North Atlantic.

Members of the Consortium are 

committed to the coordination and 

integration of the wide variety of databas-

es and research efforts related to right

whales and to provide the best scientific

advice and recommendations on right

whale conservation to relevant manage-

ment groups. The Consortium maintains

a website (www.rightwhaleweb.org) where

you may learn more about right whales

and efforts to protect them.

New to the Consortium website is the

publication of Right Whale News. First

published in 1994, Right Whale News is

an independent quarterly newsletter 

distributed to participants in the conser-

vation and recovery of the North Atlantic

right whale and its habitats. The publica-

tion provides timely information related

to right whales, a forum to express 

viewpoints and encourage discussion,

and a bulletin board of book reviews,

publications, people and events. It is 

published in February, May, August and

November and may on occasion include

additional special issues. The newsletter 

is a valuable resource for the right whale

research community and excellent 

addition to the Consortium website.

Every November, the Consortium

holds an annual meeting for its members.

Following suit of the last five years, the

2008 Annual Meeting of the North

Atlantic Right Whale Consortium was

held at the New Bedford Whaling

Museum in New Bedford, Mass. The

meeting, which took place November 5-6,

represents an important opportunity for

researchers, managers, conservationists,

industry representatives, students and 

others interested in issues facing right

whales to come together. This year, more

than 200 people attended the annual

meeting. We are always encouraged by 

the number of people who make the trip

to New Bedford each year; it indicates a

continued interest and commitment to

protecting this endangered species.

The agenda for the two-day event

included 42 oral presentations and, for the

first time, nine poster presentations. The

51 presentations represent the largest

number ever given at a Consortium 

meeting. A wide variety of topics were 

covered, including population biology and

distribution, data management, acoustics,

management updates, shipping and

entanglement conflict and mitigation,

and genetics. Several researchers from the

New England Aquarium’s Right Whale

Research Program presented at the 

meeting. Dr. Moira Brown, Aquarium

senior scientist and Consortium chair,

gave the Annual Right Whale Report

Card, which aims to summarize the status

of right whales. The report card included

updates on the status of the population,

mortalities and entanglement events, and

a summary of current management and

research efforts. Other presentations by

New England Aquarium Right Whale

researchers included The North Atlantic

Right Whale Catalog Update by Philip

Hamilton, Marine Stewardship Recognition

Program for the Roseway Basin Area to be

Avoided by Dr. Moira Brown, and Vessel

Response to Federally Recommended

Measures to Reduce Ship and Right Whale

Interaction in the Southeastern United States

Calving Ground by Kerry Lagueux.

The importance of the Annual

Meeting to the right whale research 

community cannot be overstated. It brings

together people committed to right whale

conservation to share their work, form

new collaborations and brainstorm 

innovative ways to work towards a 

common goal: conserving and managing 

the North Atlantic right whale 

population.

Overall, the Annual Meeting of the

North Atlantic Right Whale Consortium

was a tremendous success. As always, it

inspired in all attendees a renewed sense

of excitement and commitment to 

continue efforts to ensure that the North

Atlantic right whale population lives on.

We would like to extend a special thank

you to Royal Caribbean International and

Celebrity Cruises for their support of 

the 2008 meeting.

Planning is already underway for 

the 2009 annual meeting, which will 

take place November 17-18, 2009, at 

the New Bedford Whaling Museum.

As the meeting date draws closer, details

regarding registration, agenda and 

other information will be posted to 

the Consortium website.

To learn about a recent addition to 

the New Bedford Whaling Museum 

read Catalog# 1909's Final Chapter.

Read Heather’s profile at neaq.org/research.

North Atlantic Right Whale Consortium
News and Annual Meeting Update
By Heather M. Pettis
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Catalog# 1909’s Final Chapter
In late November 2004, right whale Catalog #1909, a 15-year-old

female, was struck and killed by a large ship off of the coast of

Virginia. Her death was a devastating blow to the already fragile

population of endangered North Atlantic right whales. Worsening

the tragedy was the fact that she was pregnant with a near-term

female fetus which would have been her first calf. As is the case with

most documented right whale deaths, a necropsy (animal autopsy)

was performed on #1909 and her calf. Following the necropsy, the

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) gave

custody of the skeletons to the New Bedford Whaling Museum in

New Bedford, Mass. for display in the museum’s gallery.

Before exhibiting the skeletons, members of the museum staff

were charged with cleaning and preparing the bones. Most of the

bones were composted in a mixture of elephant and horse manure

from the Buttonwood Park Zoo in New Bedford. Burying the bones

in compost is necessary to remove the remaining soft tissue and draw

out the oil. Once the bones were cleaned by these natural processes,

they were power-washed and allowed to dry and bleach in the sun.

This entire effort took about two years.

The task of articulating (rejoining) the cleaned bones was started 

by Andrew and Jean Konnerth, who also prepared the sperm and

blue whales hanging in the museum. A team from Whales and Nails,

led by Daniel DenDanto, finished the painstaking job of assembling

the full skeletons 25 feet in the air—no easy feat, as a mandible (the

lower jawbone) of an adult right whale can be 14 feet long and weigh

more than 300 pounds! 

The skeletons of #1909 and her fetus were installed in mid-

November 2008, nearly four years after they were killed. While their

deaths were a tragedy, there is comfort in knowing that they will not

be forgotten. The skeletons of this mother and fetus serve as a

poignant visual reminder of the plight of the North Atlantic right

whale and are sure to impress and educate all who view them.

To view the entire installation process online, visit 
www.flickr.com/photos/nbwm /sets/72157609649292222.
or www.ta.gd/installation

The skeletons of Catalog #1909 and her fetus hang from the ceiling of the New Bedford Whaling Museum. 

They were killed by shipstrike in November 2004. Photo / Courtesy of the New Bedford Whaling Museum.

The skull, backbone and other bones of Catalog #1909

arrive at the New Bedford Whaling Museum on a flatbed

trailer. Photo / Courtesy of the New Bedford Whaling.

Staff members from NBWM and Whales and Nails

maneuver the fetus into place beneath her mother,

Catalog #1909, at the New Bedford Whaling Museum.

Photo / Courtesy of the New Bedford Whaling Museum. 
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The key to the whole process in 

the classroom is actually setting up 

The CALVIN Project as a scientific

endeavor. The classroom became the

research lab. A library and reprint file was

set up. Books, magazine articles and news

stories about whales, especially right

whales, were gathered so that the students

had easy access. The bulletin boards soon

filled up with the articles and lots of 

pictures of right whales. One hour a week

was devoted to a general meeting for 

Project members. Some meetings saw 

the students doing activities to learn the

basics of marine mammals, including

anatomy, physiology, evolution and 

classification. Other meetings reviewed

current events with news articles, video

clips and podcasts. Subjects ranged from

necropsies to births, sinking ground 

The CALVIN Project, Part Two: Making a Science
Class Into A Research Laboratory—Kids Love It!
By Bill McWeeny

lines to shipstrikes, and survey methods 

to government policies.

But what makes this class so special 

is that the students are treated just like

scientists in a research setting. Each 

student is given a permanent bound 

journal and expected to paste in all work

done as well as make personal notes on

each entry. Activities done by all student

scientists are coordinated in a unique way.

Each general activity is given a number,

and the first page of the activity is tabbed

with that number. Since September, the

Calvineers have done 26 Tabs together.

The beauty of the system is referencing

past activities. For instance, if the

Calvineers are talking about the anatomy

of the right whale’s head, these student

scientists can turn back to Tab #7 in their

own journals and find information on the

Third generation Calvineers in front of their mascot, Calvin, at Maine Maritime Academy where they gave four presentations in one day for the Maine

Student Book Awards. Photo / The Ellsworth American

The first article about The CALVIN Project (RWRN Vol. 17, No. 1) explained a 
number of things the Calvineers were doing to help educate the public about right whales
and to help scientists and conservationists in their efforts. The article argued that the
Calvineers were making a difference in advancing policy for the recovery of the species.
This second article explains the methodology behind their efforts and how the team 
of student scientists took on the complex task of learning and spreading the word about
the world’s most endangered large whale. The classroom model can be used by teachers to
study all sorts of complex subjects and issues while students learn how science is done.



subject at hand. Entries made solely by

the individual student scientist are tabbed

with letters and listed in a Table of

Contents, making that information 

readily available also.

There is more to a science research

team than meetings and good note 

taking. Science research teams work on

problems. Science research usually begins

with a scientist coming up with a 

problem, a question that he or she is 

driven to try to answer. This person

becomes the Principal Investigator (PI)

and applies for grants and seeks associates

to help with the research. In the 

classroom, the teacher can be a principal

investigator, and the students can be 

associate scientists. That is exactly what

The CALVIN Project is doing. I have

posed this problem, “Can the North

Atlantic right whale be saved from 

extinction?” The Calvineers have signed

on as student scientists to help solve the

problem. The PI (the teacher) directs the

team (the student scientists), and each

member takes on an aspect of the project

she or he is interested in.

The Calvineers have taken advantage

of the wealth of research being done on

right whales. The book The Urban Whale,

edited by Aquarium scientists Scott Kraus

and Rosalind Rolland, has 17 chapters

describing many aspects of right whale

research. As PI, I made a list of 16 sub-

jects reflecting chapters in the book. We

discussed each subject briefly, and the

Calvineers were asked to choose the 

subject they most wanted to research.

Thirteen subjects were picked. The first

round of research ended with each 

student producing three PowerPoint 

slides explaining the chosen subject.

Those slides were coordinated into a 

52 slide PowerPoint about the current 

status of research on right whales. The 

presentation is narrated completely by 

the students in their own words. By the

end of this school year, the Calvineers 

will have presented their right whale

PowerPoint at least eight times to school

and community groups in their region.

The story does not stop there,

however. Scientists often collaborate with

other scientists, and the Calvineers are no

exception. Previous Calvineer members

presented their efforts to scientists at two

North Atlantic Right Whale Consortium

meetings in New Bedford, Massachusetts.

Their enthusiasm brought them a unique

opportunity: Consortium scientists have

volunteered to collaborate and mentor 

the student scientists with their research.

After six months of study, each Calvineer

has written an introductory letter to a

mentor scientist and is now engaged in

improving their understanding of the

subject. For instance, Mackie Greene 

of the Campobello Whale Rescue Team

will mentor Chaz, who is studying 

entanglements, and Vicki Cornish of

Ocean Conservancy will mentor Josie,

who is studying The Endangered Species

Act. (A complete list of student scientists

and their mentors can be found at

www.adamsschool.com under The

CALVIN Project.)

The success of The CALVIN Project

is due in large part to the classroom

process that models the process of 

science. The Project mirrors a science

community. The students are considered

scientists, members of a research team,

who are responsible for individual

research (that is documented in a science

journal) and then sharing that research

with team members. The team as a 

whole is responsible for producing a 

comprehensive PowerPoint presentation

that is offered to groups far and wide.

Science teachers can use this process to

study other endangered species or any

complex problem, such as global warming

or renewable energy. I believe scientists in

almost every community would volunteer

to be mentors to student scientists.

After all, today’s students are tomorrow’s 

scientists.

I should mention that the Calvineers

have a lot of fun doing all this work.

Each meeting includes plenty of time 

for informal conversation. Artwork 

centered on whales is often a welcome

sidetrack. Hoots and hollers and small

celebrations spontaneously take place

when births, sightings of the whale

Calvin, disentanglements and the passing

of rules are announced, for that is the

great joy of research!  

Let me end with a favorite quote 

of mine by Evelyn Fox Keller, because

I believe the Calvineers are learning so

much more than simply science: “It is a

fantasy that any human product can be

free of human values. Science is a human

product. It is a wonderful, glorious 

human product.”

Bill McWeeny is middle school science teacher 
at Adams School in Castine, Maine, and looks 
forward to taking the Calvineers to Quebec City
next fall, where they have been invited to give a
presentation at the 18th Biennial Conference on
Marine Mammals.
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“I believe scientists in

almost every community

would volunteer to be 

mentors to student 

scientists. After all, today’s

students are tomorrow’s

scientists.”

—Bill McWeeny



In the last edition of Right Whale Research

News (Vol. 16, No. 2, 2008), we put out a

request for name suggestions for Catalog

#3520. We had a great response—18

names were submitted! Members of the

Aquarium’s Right Whale Research Team

each voted for their favorite name and the

winner was… Romeo! It was actually 

submitted by two people: Tom Niles of

Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and Dave

Anthony of Campobello Island, New

Brunswick. Both entrants suggested the

name because the scars, a dot followed by

a dash and another dot, resemble “R” in

Morse code, and “Romeo” is the phonetic 

pronunciation used for this letter. One of

the entrants added, “This also works well

because the sex of this whale is male, and

what guy wouldn’t want to be called

Romeo?” Congratulations, Dave and

Tom! You can see more of Romeo’s

photographs and his sighting history 

Winner of Help us
Name a Whale

Romeo (Catalog #3250), skim-feeding in Great South Channel in 2005. The distinctive dot-dash-dot

scar is visible on the right side of his head. Photo / Paula MacKay/NEAq

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:

● Travel to and participation in two conferences: International Association for Aquatic Animal Medicine in Austin Texas 
and the International Marine Conservation Congress in Washington, DC

● Purchase of needed software for researchers

● Research vessel repair costs

● Sponsorship program upgrades

5-09 AG/450

at www.neaq.org/rwcatalog. Thanks 

to everyone who submitted a name to 

the contest!
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