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Editor's Note North Atlantic 

Right Whales are 
Still in Trouble 

North Atlantic Right Wha 
are Still in   rouble News happens non-stop in the world 

of right whales! Since the articles were 
submitted for editing at the beginning 
of April, a few right whales surprised us 
and we would like to share their news. 

Our NEAq aerial survey team, along 
with the three other teams that covered 
the calving ground, wrapped up the winter 
season on March 31" and reported a 
grand total of 27 mom/calf pairs 
observed -the second largest calving 
season on record. In a lot of cases, the 
mom was seen alone prior to being seen 
with the calf; therefore, the calf's birth 
date can be estimated. This year, like 
most years, the calves were seen for 
the first time between December and 
February. On rare occurrences, a calf is 
first seen in March. This year, on 
April 1gU', two and a half weeks after 
the aerial survey teams packed up their 
computers and cameras, a private boater 
contacted Florida ~ i s h  and Wildlife 
Conservation Commission (FWC) and 
reported seeing two right whales off 
the coast of Florida. Two members of 
the W C  team quickly verified the right 
whales were a mother/calf pair and 
sent photos of the pair up to NEAq for 
identification. The mother right whale 
was identified as #3010, a female of 

nknown age. This is #3010's first calf, 
nd the 28" calf of 2005. You can read 
lore about the calving season in 

daby Boom: News from the Southeast 
United States. 

Entanglement in fishing gear is one of 
the leading causes of mortality for right 
whales; therefore, it is always welcome 
news to see that a whale previously 
entangled is free of gear. This is the 
case with #3120. This young whale was 
born in 2001 and first seen entangled 
in April of 2002. Upon analyzing photos 
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Recently, right whales have enjoyed 
several successful calving years, leading 
many observers to believe that they are 
well on the road to recovery, and that, 
perhaps, we can all breathe easier 
about their status. The right whale birth 
rate averaged 12  calves annually up 
until 2000. This rate has increased in 
recent years; births totaled 3 1  in 2001, 
2 1  in 2002, 1 9  in 2003,16 in 2004, 
and 28 calves have been seen so far 
in 2005. This good news is welcome, 
but biologists do not look at births 
alone to determine the status of this 
population. 

Right whales inhabit the coastal 
waters of North America from Florida to 
the Canadian Maritimes, regions that 
are heavily used by the shipping and 
fishing industries, and the military. 
Most population biologists believe that 
low calving rates in the late 1980s and 
1990s, combined with deaths from 
collisions with ships and entanglements 
in fishing gear, have kept this popula- 
tion from growing for the last 20  years. 
Of the 49 dead right whales reported 
since 1986, at least 1 8  were killed by 
vessel collisions, and entanglements 
in fishing gear killed seven. Thus, at 
least 50% of mortalities were due to 
human activities. 

Continued on page 2 
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I Editor's Note 
Continued from page 1 

from our 2004 summer field season, we 
discovered that we had images of #3120 
taken from the NEAq research vessel 
Galatea on September 15"', 2004 in 
Roseway Basin. We are excited to report 
that #3120 is free of gear and improving 
in health. You can read more about 
#3120 and other entangled whales in 
Mortality Update and Making Matching 
Mistakes. 

One of the sponsored whales, Piper 
(#2320), was first reported entangled 
in August 2002. She has been sighted 
on multiple occasions since then still 
carrying gear. However, images taken of 
her in Cape Cod Bay on April 17m 2005 
show no signs of gear still on her. 
Although these images are poor quality 
and we can't be 100% certain, we remain 
optimistic that she is free of gear. You 
can read more about the sponsored 
whales in Sponsored Whale Update. 

Information on entangled whales was collected 
from the Center for Coastal Studies/Atlantic 
Large Whale Disentanglement Network website. 

Lindsay Hall, Research Assistant 
Lindsay earned a B.S. in Biology jrom Allegheny 
College in 2002. She ,has worked us n research 
assistant at Duke Universify Marine Lab, m an 
aerial and shipboanl observer on marine mammal 
survqs. ,She joined the right whule team full tinte in 
200iq. Lindsay works on processing and catalugirrg 
contributed photographs qf right whales, organizing 
NEAq field season darn, and is the editor of Right 
Whale Research News. 

North Atlantic Right Whales are Still 
in Trouble 
Continued from'page 1 

In the past 14 months, there have 
been seven known mortalities, including 
five adult females (see Mortality Update). 
At least two of these were killed by 
ships, and one was killed by fishing gear. 
The loss of this number of whales, and 
particularly this number of reproductive 
females, in such a short period, is unpre- 
cedented in our 25 years of research on 
this species. Since a right whale female 

has the capacity to produce at least six 
calves in her life, these deaths represent 
lost reproductive potential of as many as 
30 animals. 

Every right whale death is tragic, but 
the cumulative impact may be catastro- 
phic for the species. Therein lies the crux 
of our fears, despite recent increased 
birth rates. Recently published estimates 
of right whale survival suggest that the 
annual mortality rate averages 4% of the 
population. Based on recent estimates 
of 350 right whales, a 4% mortality rate 
represents 14 animals dying per year. 
From 1986 to the present (20 years), 
49 dead right whales have been report- 
ed, averaging 2.45 known dead whales 
per year. If the estimated mortality rates 
are correct, this means we are only 
detecting 17% of the total number of . 
right whale deaths annually. 

While it is difficult to estimate unde- 
tected mortality, it is clear that right 
whale deaths are substantially under- 
reported. The above recorded mortality 
detection rate implies that as many as 
41 right whales could have died in the 
last 12 months (7 deaths corrected for 
the detection rate of 17 percent). 
Although this estimate may be high 
because sighting effort and reporting 
awareness have increased in recent 
years, i t  is clearly offsetting an excellent 
year in which 27 calves were born. 
Therefore, this population is probably 
still declining, primarily due to deaths 
accidentally caused by shipping and 
fishing. 

There have been major U.S. and 
Canadian government efforts to minimize 
the risk of ship strikes, with mandatory 
ship reporting systems, extensive aerial 
survey efforts, and public education. 
The risk of fishing gear entanglement 
has been addressed by selective area 
closures and gear modifications. These 
efforts are, to date, insufficient in reduc- 
ing human impacts on this species. 

Despite inherent uncertainties in 
estimating vital rates in very small popu- 
lations, every recent analysis concludes 
that the right whale population is in 
serious trouble. On average, mortality is 
exceeding reproduction. Accordingly, the 

research and conservation efforts at the 
New England Aquarium are focusing on 
reducing human causes of mortality. 
Given the slow speed of the regulatory 
process, we are advocating that interim 
emergency measures to reduce shipping 
and fishing mortality of right whales 
should be implemented as quickly as 
possible. Delaying actions to minimize 
shipwhale collisions and to reduce 
lethal fishing gear entanglement would 
be ignoring both scientific and legal 
mandates, and could consign right 
whales to extinction. 

Thank you for your support in this 
long-term fight against extinction. The 
right whales will never know the efforts 
we all have made to save them, but 
hopefully our grandchildren will. 

Scott Kraus, Vice President for Research 
Kmzcs received his BA. from College of the Atlantic, 
his M.S. in biology fmm the University of 
Massachusetts, and a Ph.D. from the University qf 
New Hampshire. He has published over 50 scientific 
papers on cetacean biology and conservation and is 
adjunct faculty at Univ. ofMass. at Boston and the 
University qf Southern Maine. Kruus'receru 
research is increasingly focused on conservation 
issues faced by endangered species and fiabitats, 
and the dfliculties ojidenlibing what animals need 
ro survive in an increasingly urban ocean. 

Sponsored Whale 
Update 
By: Yan Guilbault 
Cartography by: Kerry Lagueux 

During the past months, the right whale 
research team has been busy with photo- 
analysis and the process of cataloging 
photographs from the winter field season 
and from our contributors. Currently, 
preliminary results show that at least 
two of our six sponsored whales have 
been seen during the last six months. 

In addition to our biannual sponsored 
whale update article, we are excited to 
share with you a map showing the 
sightings of sponsored whales from the 
beginning of 2004 to March 31, 2005. 
Hopefully, this map will help you to 
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visualize the habitats your sponsored 
whales share with the rest of the popula- 
tion, as well as the distances they travel 
throughout the year. Our aerial survey 
team just returned from the calving 
ground in the Southeast, so not all the 
photographs have been processed and 
photo-analyzed. We may find more sight- 
i n g ~  of sponsored whales in the near 
future and we look forward to telling 
you about them in the next newsletter. 

The past few months have been 
difficult for the right whale population 
(see Mortality Update). As you may have 
read in the January 2005 newsletter, one 

of our adopted whales, Lucky (#2143), 
died while pregnant with her first calf. As 
a final tribute to her, we have included 
her last sighting on the accompanying 
map. She was seen swimming off the 
coast of Georgia on January 5, 2005, 
at 30°33.0N, 81°15.0W. A week later, 
she was found dead in the waters off 
Cumberland Island, GA, by the NEAq 
survey team. 

A new addition to the sponsored 
whale group is Calvin (#2223). Her story 
is most interesting (see Meet Calvin), 
and she is  the first mom available for 
sponsorship. The United States Coast 

Guard saw her with her first calf on 
December 30, 2004. They were swim- 
ming just off the coast of Wrightsville 
Beach, NC. Calvin, like every new mom, 
is a glimmer of hope for this strugling 
population. 

Last November, Snowball was seen 
on Jeffrey's Ledge, off the coast of New 
Hampshire. Interestingly, his previous 
sighting was in November of 2003 also 
on Jeffrey's Ledge! After his November 
2004 sighting, Snowball migrated 
south and was seen at least twice 
in February in Georgia waters. The 
distance between Jeffrey's Ledge and 

Sponsored Whale Sightings for Marc11 2004 - February 2005 

Many of the sponsored whales have been seen in more than one critical habitat along the east coast, some traveling more than l,000 miles from one habitat 
to another In just a few month's time. 
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the Georgia coast is approximately 
1,000 miles (1,500 km)! 

There are no sightings of Necklace 
(#1152), Piper (#2320), Shackleton 
(#2440) or Starry Night (#1028) to 
report since our last newsletter. These 
four whales have been sighted at least 
once in recent years in either the Bay of 
Fundy or in Roseway Basin and we hope 
to see them again during our spring or 
summer field season. 

We would like to thank all the indivi- 
duals, schools and organizations that 
support our research with sponsorship 
or donation. Your support is essential to 
our work and is greatly appreciated. 

Yan Gullbault, Research Assistant 
In 2003, Yan earned a B.S. in Biologyfrom McGiN 
University, Quebec, Canada. Shortly thereaftel; he 
began working seasonally with the right whale 
project in the Bay of Fundy and Florida. fie recently 
moved from Montreal and joined the research lab 
full time. He is currently maintaining the North 
Atlantic Right Whale Consortirtm website as well as 
processing and cataloging photographs. 

Kerry Lagueux, Associate Sclentlst 
Kerry joined the Right Whale Research Team in 
August of2004 as a GIS analyst. His reseamh 
interests include species-habitat relationships, 
habitat modeling, and irztegrating (;IS technology 
into corisen~ation. Currently, he is analyzing right 
whale locations relative io oceanographic variables. 
His past research mngedfrom modeling Chirwok 
salmon habitats in the Pacific Northwest to 
analyzing elk distribiitions in Wind Cave National 
Park. Kerrv has BA. in Geography from San Diego 
State University and a M.S. in Geography from 
Western IVzshington Universiiy. 

Right Whale Struck off 
Georgia Coast 
By: Brenna Kraus 

The New England Aquarium's Southeast 
team spent the morning of March 10'' 
flying a typical aerial survey over the 
right whale calving ground off the coast 
of Florida. Just as they were about to 
land, the team heard a broken call to 
the Brunswick, GA Coast Guard come 
across the marine radio. All they could 
make out were the words "whale" and 

"thrashing." Minutes later, 
team leader Monica Zani 
received word confirming 
the team's worst fears-a 
right whale had been struck 
by a vessel. The extent of 
the injury was unknown. 
Since the incident occurred 
outside the NEAq team's 
survey area, the aerial 
survey team run by Wildlife 
Trust out of St. Simons, GA 
flew in to assess the injury. 

The yacht that struck #2425 on March 10,2005 severed a large 
Members the NEAq team portion of her left fluke. 
followed on the water Pnoco / Now fwana Aquarium 

aboard the research vessel 
Jupiter. Once onsite, the Georgia team birth, #2705, also known as Silver, was 
reported that one of the whale's flukes sighted off the coast of Georgia missin 
had been partially severed and the his entire left fluke lobe. He has been 
animal was thrashing at the surface. re-sighted many times since and was 

The 42-foot yacht that struck her had last seen in the summer of 2004. 
been traveling at 20 knots along the Ship strikes are one of the leading 
coast. The vessel and crew stayed with causes of death among right whales and 
the whales until the survey team arrived. pose a significant threat to the popula- 
We certainly appreciate their show of tion. How severe a fluke injury must be to 
responsibility; other boaters might have result in death is unknown. It's possible 
left the scene and not called the Coast that we do not always see the ones that 
Guard. As the many whales bearing do die from their injuries. We recently 
injuries attest, this probably happens all lost right whale #1909, a pregnant 
too often. female, as a result of complete amputa- 

Afterreviewing the photographs from tion of her flukes from a ship strike last 
the air and from R/V Jupiter, the whale February involving a 900-foot Navy vessel. 
was identified as Catalog #2425, an Although there is a regulation that 
11-year-old female who was traveling prohibits vessels from coming within 
with #1158, also an adult female. Since 500 yards of a right whale, in both of 
the strike, #2425 has been re-sighted these situations, the whale was not seen 
in both Florida and Georgia waters, and prior to the strike. Preventing accidental 
most recently was seen heading north vessel strikes will require speed restric- 
by an aerial survey team based in South tions and routing changes throughout 
Carolina. The whale was not raising its the species range, options that are 
flukes and the injured portion of the tail presently under consideration by the 
appeared to be still attached, which federal government. For now, we can 
concerns veterinarians as it may slow only wait to see #2425 again and hope 
or prevent healing. that she can survive her injury in addition 

While #2425's chances for survival to the gauntlet of other hazards she will 
are uncertain, she is not the only whale surely encounter on her long journey 
who has sustained this type of injury. northward. 
Several humpbacks, fin whales and right Brenna Kraus, Research Assfstant 
whales have survived propeller injuries, Brenna graduated in May of 2004 from the 
including oartial fluke amautation like University o f  Massachusetls Darimortth with a B-4. - .  . . 
#2425 '~ .  Both # I716  and # I217  in writing and comntunications. She Irus worked 

sea.sonally on the right whalepmjecr since .Tune q f  
(Peg'eg) were each seen missing nearly 1999, both in thefield and in the ?Rice. She curren- 
half of one of their fluke lobes in the tlv is workiila scasonallv in both environmental 
1980s. In 1998, only a year after his education and on the right wlwle project. 



Baby Boom: News 
from the Southeast 
United States 
By: Monica Zani 

Each spring we return from the winter 
calving ground of the North Atlantic right 
whale to report the number of calves 
born during the season. This year a grand 
total of 28 were born in the shallow and 
warm coastal waters of Georgia and 
northeast Florida. This is the second 
largest calving season ever documented 
by New England Aquarium's right whale 
research team, trailing only slightly 
behind the record-breaking 3 1  calves 
born in 2001. 

Although many may picture this area 
as a tranquil, safe haven for right whales 
to give birth,, i t  is actually congested and 
increasingly dangerous for both adults 
and calves. Right whales in this area 
face many of the same dangers that 
plague the entire population. Within this 
designated "critical habitat," adults and 
newborn calves must traverse not one, 
but three major shipping channels that 
supply ports with cruise ships, tankers, 
car carriers, dredges, freighters, tugs 
and barges, submarines and naval war- 
ships. Whales that spend time north or 
south of the critical habitat encounter 
even more major shipping ports. In 
addition to the gauntlet of commercial 
traffic, slow-moving right whales-many 
with even slower-moving newborn 
calves-must share the habitat with an 
astounding number of recreational 

Kingfisher, first seen entangled in March of 2004, 
svrprised researchers with his return to the caking 
ground this past winter. The entanglement on his 
right pectoral flipper remains a cause for concern 
as this young animal continues to grow. 
mot6 / New Engand Awarium 

vessels. These can range from kayaks, 
sailboats and small powerboats to large 
mega yachts. It was just such a vessel- 
a fast-moving, 42-foot private motor yacht 
that struck right whale #2425 while she 
was traveling off the coast of Georgia. 
The incident left her with a severe 
wound on her tail fluke (see Right Whale 
Struck off Georgia Coast). 

The winter calving ground was busy 
this year not only with moms and calves, 
but also with a large number of adult 
and sub-adult males and females. Two 
whales that were known to be entangled, 
#3346 and #3210, were seen in the 
Southeast still entangled in gear. Based 
on body length and shape of the head, 
#3210 appears to be a juvenile. As this 
animal grows, i t  is likely that the entan- 
gling lines will tighten and the whale's 
health will deteriorate. No. 3346, nick- 
named Kingfisher, surprised everyone 
when he was sighted this winter off the 
coast of Georgia and Florida. First seen 
entangled in March of 2004, Kingfisher 
became the center of a large-scale 
disentanglement effort. After several 
attempts to disentangle him, he was 
left partially entangled. Like #3210, 
Kingfisher is a juvenile and the severity 
of his entanglement was cause for much 
concem. Researchers were left wondering 
how long this whale would survive. When 
the aerial survey team saw him this 
winter he appeared to be doing well, 
although his right pectoral flipper 
remains entangled in a lot of gear. 
Therefore, researchers are still very 
concerned about his condition and can 
only be cautiously optimistic. 

On December 6, 2004, a fishing ves- 
sel reported an entangled right whale off 
the coast of North Carolina. By December 
21, 2004, the whale had been sighted 
off Georgia and was identified as #3314, 
a whale not previously known to be 
entangled. The two-year-old juvenile 
became part of yet another large-scale 
disentanglement effort on the calving 
ground. A collaborative effort by local, 
state and federal agencies and non- 
profit organizations (including Center 
for Coastal Studies, Florida Fish and 
Wildlife Research Institute, Georgia 

Bugs (#1241), named for a small scar on her left 
side that resembles rabbit ears, gave birth to her 
fourth calf since 1989 in the warm waters off of 
the Georgia and Florida coasts (The pair is 
pictured above.). Bugs' mother Baldy (#1240) 
also gave birth this year. This is her seventh calf 
since 1974. rmro / New maw ~ q u a i u n  

Department of Natural Resources, New 
England Aquarium, NOAA Fisheries, 
South Carolina Department of Natural 
Resources, United States Coast Guard, 
University of North Carolina at Wilmington 
and Wildlife Trust) was launched out of 
Charleston, SC, on December 31. The 
disentanglement team applied drag to 
the gear with inflatable boats and the 
line parted. Subsequent to the effort, 
the whale was seen by the aerial survey 
teams on several occasions and report- 
edly free of gear. While we are excited 
by the successful disentanglement of 
#3314, the.effects of the entanglement 
on the whale's health may not yet be 
visible. 

While the recent increase in right 
whale births is encouraging for this 
population, it does not underscore 
the damaging effect of the number of 
deaths over the last year. Calving rates 
are just one aspect of this species' 
complex struggle to survive in an 
increasingly anthropogenic degraded 
ocean (see North Atlantic Right Whales 
are Still in Trouble). 

Monlca Zanl, Assktant Sclentlst 
Monica came to theAquariun~ in 1993 as a 
~tatctmlist in the nlnrine education boat programs. 
In 1999 she be,qan working as a whale ~tatch 
captain. She became involved in the right whale 
project as an aerial observer in 2OW and began 
ivorkingfull tinre in 2002. Monica is czrrmntly the 
co-investizator and project manager for the 
southcnsz aerial surveys. 
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Whales you can sponsor 
d 

Who's Who? 
Calvin 
(an adult female) 

Necklace 
(an adult male) 

Shackleton 
(a young male) 

Snowball 
(an adult male) 

Piper 
(an adult female) 

Starry Night 
(an adult male) 
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Meet Calvin 
By: Laura Lane-Cooke 

On September 5, 1992, a right whale calf 
was left an orphan in the Bay of Fundy. 
The story begins with Delilah (#1223), a 
female first seen by researchers in 1981. 
Although she participated in courtship 
activities over the years, it was not until 
1992 that she has observed with her 
first calf. Delilah and her calf were seen 
a number of times in August of 1992, 
and on the fateful day of September 5&, 
Alan Morse of Grand Manan, New 
Brunswick, happened upon the pair. 
As he photographed the whales, 
Delilah started fiercely thrashing and 
then suddenly became still. After a few 
moments, Mr. Morse went up to the 
whale and discovered that the mother 
was dead. It was later determined 
that the cause of her death was a 
ship strike. 

The calf was so young that resear- 
chers feared it would not survive without 
its mother. It is thought that right whale 
calves are not weaned until the late fall 
of their birth year. Both researchers and 
fishermen launched multiple searches 
for the calf, but to no avail. Their concern 
was justified, as it would later be 
discovered that this calf was separated 
from its mother at the youngest age 
ever documented for North Atlantic right 
whales. Researchers could only hope 
that the calf had learned to feed in 
the months spent with Delilah on the 
northern feeding grounds. Calves have 
been seen mimicking their feeding 

mothers, so perhaps the little orphan 
would know what to do. 

A year later, in July of 1993, i t  was 
revealed that the missing calf had 
survived when it was sighted in the Bay 
of Fundy. Researchers were thrilled! 
Delilah's calf, now a yearling, was given 
a Catalog number (#2223) and dubbed 
"Calvin" after the comic strip character 
in Calvin and Hobbes. Calvin the whale 
had many similar traits to the youngster 
in the witty comic--cleverness, 
persistence, friskiness and the strength 
to survive. In 1994, a skin sample 
revealed that Calvin was a female, 
a very important addition to the 
endangered population. 

Over the next several years Calvin 
was seen in most of the known habitats 
and appeared to be doing just fine. . 
Then, on August 18, 2000, she 
was spotted in the Bay of Fundy with 
200 feet of floating line trailing from the 
right pectoral flipper. A few months later, 
in February 2001, she was spotted in 
Cape Cod Bay with the line wrapped 
around her body. There were several 
unsuccessful attempts at disentan- 
glement. Finally, on March 29, 2001, 
the crew aboard the Center for Coastal 
Studies research vessels Shearwater 
and Gannet found Calvin skim feeding 
and were able to cut off 100 feet of the 
line and attach a telemetry buoy to the 
remaining gear. Researchers monitored 
Calvin's whereabouts for several 
months, until the satellite transmitter on 
the buoy unexpectedly failed. The buoy 
was found drifting on May 8, 2001, with 
27 meters of line attached. The heavily 
frayed line was a good indication that 

Calvin had ~ e r h a ~ s  become free of 
the gear. To everyone's great relief 
and astonishment, she was 
resighted on June 8, 2001, with no 
entanglement-she had made it 
through yet another harrowing 
experience. 

Although Calvin's life story has 
been characterized by trials and 
tribulations-orphaned at such an 
early age, struggling to survive and 

On December 30, 2004, the U.S. Coast 
Guard spotted Calvin with her first calf 
off of Wrightsville Beach, NC. We are all 
delighted at the New England Aquarium 
and we are hopeful that Calvin and her 
calf will have much more time together 
than Calvin had with Delilah. Calvin is 
the first known mom to be available 
for sponsorship. 

Laura Lane Cooke, Research Admlnlstrator 
Laura came to the NLGIq Resecirch departmen1 
in 2000. She spends part ofher rime here working 
on thz right whale project nnd port working with 
the other members q f  the Edgerton Reseurch k ~ b .  
Iaura's talents rnngefrorn day-to-day dam process- 
ing to budget balnncit~g,for the lab to orgnnizin,g 
large events such us the Ri,qht Whale Consortium 
Meetings and the 25' Right Whale Reunion. 

Mortality Update 
By: Marilyn Marx 

As described in the special insert in the 
last newsletter (Vol. 1 3  No. 2), the past 
few months have been particularly 
devastating to this struggling right whale 
population. Within seven weeks, between 
November of 2004 and January of 2005, 
four right whales were found dead: 
#1909, # I 1 6 0  (Bolo), #2143 (Lucky), 
and one unidentified. Of these, three 
were females and two of those were 
found to be pregnant. Both # I909 and 
Lucky died of ship strikes (although 
Lucky's ship strike occurred when she 
was a calf, the wounds she sustained 
at that time became infected during her 
pregnancy). The carcasses of Bolo and 
the unidentified whale were never 
recovered, so cause of death could 
not be determined. 

February passed quietly, but on 
March 3rd, more bad news arrived. The 
crew aboard a U.S. Coast Guard heli- 
copter reported a dead right whale on 
Ship Shoal Island on the Virginia coast. 
Dr. Michael Moore of Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution went down to 
assess the potential for a full necropsy 
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access difficult, but the carcass was 
partially buried in sand. It was, however, 
immediately apparent to everyone that 
the whale was entangled in fishing gear. 

The next day, as Dr. Moore and 
colleagues performed a partial necropsy, 
the NEAq right whale research team in 
Boston struggled to identify the individual 
from photos relayed over e-mail. This 
was more difficult than usual because 
there was very little skin left on the 
whale, and the lips-which often provide 
pertinent information for confirming a 
whale's identity-were buried. Upon 
close examination of the photos, i t  was 
discovered that the entanglement was 
very similar to that of two different 
whales: #3120 and #2320 (Piper). Piper 
was immediately ruled out, so that left 
#3120, a juvenile male who had been 
entangled since April of 2002, and who 
we thought had been seen most recently 
in December of 2004. However, after 
reviewing all of the available photos of 
him, we realized that the last two sight- 
i n g ~  in the database in September and 
December were in fact not #3120, but 
an adult female, #2301 (see Making 
Matching Mistakes). When we compared 
her photos to the dead whale in Virginia, 
we sadly realized we had a match. She 
was the fifth adult female to have died 
since January 2004. 

Dr. Moore has confirmed that 
#23011s cause of death was entangle- 
ment. The only line remaining on the 
whale was woven through her baleen, 
exiting from the right side of the mouth. 
From the deep wounds she sustained, 
as well as from the photos taken of her 
in September and December, it appears 
that the line continued up from the 
mouth and over the blowholes, then 
down to her left flipper where it wrapped 
tightly. The line had cut into her 
blowholes and, fatally, into the humerus 
of the left flipper. It must have been an 
agonizing, slow death. 

The death of #2301 is very sad and 
disheartening for all of us on the right 
whale research team. Losing another 
adult female, and all her potential off- 
spring, is a tragedy. But we are hopeful 
that the attention being paid to her fatal 

entanglement and the recent ship strike 
deaths may cause a revolution of change 
that will finally bring protection to these 
beleaguered whales. 
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Making Matching 
Mistakes 
By: Marilyn Marx 

The identification mis-match such as 
that between #3120, and #2301, though 
very rare, does happen occasionally 

' 

(see Mortalib Update). An experienced 
matcher other than the person who 
made the original match must confirm 
all matches to the North Atlantic Right 
Whale Catalog, and very difficult matches 
need two confirmations. So how can 
there be mistakes? 

In a situation like the aforementioned 
misidentification, there were several fac- 
tors affecting the matching process, and 
they illustrate the problems matchers 
face every day. First, the entanglement 
configurations of #2301 and #3120 
were almost identical. When we get 
photos of an entangled whale, we first 
look back at all the known entanglements 
to see if it has already been identified. 
Because everything from the color of the 
line to the way the gear was wrapped 
around the head looked like #3120ts, 
we flagged him as a likely candidate. 
Next, we looked at the callosity pattern. 
These two whales had very similar 
callosity patterns. More than a year 
had passed since'the last sighting of 
#3120, and within that year there could 
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have been slight changes in the head 
shape and callosity pattern that are 
typical of juvenile whales. In addition, 
entangled, injured or sick whales may 
have a heavier than usual infestation of 
cyamids covering the callosities, which 
obscures the pattem. Or they may lose 
cyamids altogether, making their callosi- 
ties virtually the same color as their 
skin, and thus hard to see. 

Another complicating factor was that 
the sighting of #3120 in June of 2003 
had been photographed from an airplane, 
but the September 2004 photos were 
from a vessel, and it is always difficult 
to compare one to the other. Good aerial 
photos give us a wonderful perspective 
on the entire head and body-we can 
see the whole callosity pattern, lips and 
post-blowhole callosities, mandibular 
islands (on the lower jaw) and scars, but 
on the other hand, some of the subtle 
characteristics of an individual whale 
are lost. Finally, when it's an entangled 
or dead whale, there is often added 
pressure to make a quick identification. 
Luckily, as we painstakingly compared 
the photos of the dead whale to all 
those of #3120, we discovered our 
mistake. 

There are other reasons matching 
can be a challenge. Sometimes the 
photos are less than perfect. They may 
be distant, dark, out of focus, or taken 
from an oblique angle. Aerial photos of 
a whale uhder water may be distorted by 
water movement, making the callosity 
pattern change from one photo to the 
next. Or perhaps the whale is well 
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photographed from a vessel, but some 
important information is missing. For 
example, skim-feeding whales have their 
mouths open, of course, but that means 
we can't see their lips. And the lips are 
very important to a matcher. Not only do 
we need them to see whether or not the 
whale has lip callosities, but the lip 
ridges-the crenulations along the upper 
margin of the lower lip-are very distinc- 
tive, and are as unique as a fingerprint. 
The lack of good photographs of the lip 

ridge can be a big problem when we are 
trying to match a calf photographed last 
year, for instance, to a photo taken this 
year of a juvenile whale. The callosity 
pattern of a calf or juvenile can change 
slightly as the whale grows. Callosity tis- 
sue sometimes develops on the lips or 
head, or disappears. But lip ridges don't 
change-they just sort of elongate-and 
are almost always essential to confirm a 
match between a calf and a juvenile. 

The North Atlantic Right Whale 
Catalog contains the images of 459 
individuals-possibly the entire popula- 
tion. We receive and analyze more than 

10,000 photos each year, and that 
number continues to grow. Those of us 
who have spent years analyzing photo- 
graphs of right whales, matching or 
confirming matches to the Catalog, take 
our jobs very seriously. We know we are 
the caretakers of this tool that gives us 
invaluable information about the life 
history of this population, and we make 
every effort to always be careful and 
conservative. The case of #2301 and 
#3120 reminds us of the vital impor- 
tance of our work and how every match 
we make is essential in accurately 
monitoring this small population. 


