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Humpback whales are 
returning to the salish sea
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What’s happening?
North Pacific humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) are returning to 

the Salish Sea 100 years after being extirpated by commercial whaling, and 

well after humpbacks began re-occupying large tracts of British Columbia’s 

coast. At least 100 humpbacks were hunted and killed in the mid-1800s from 

the Strait of Georgia and Queen Charlotte Strait and later, between 1908 and 

1967, at least 5,618 humpbacks were harvested and processed by the five 

main whaling stations along the coast.1 Humpback whales are now returning 

to near historic numbers coast-wide, with the Salish Sea being one of the 

last areas to be re-occupied. Using this area as a case study for documenting 

a humpback comeback allows us to highlight the efforts of coastal citizens, 

who have been critical in recording this recovery in what is now a major 

urban waterway. 

Humpback whale flukes (Photo: Ocean Wise)
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Why is it important?
The return of large rorquals (the family of baleen 

whales characterized by heavily pleated throats) to 

the Salish Sea will have widespread ecological im-

pacts. Humpbacks require large volumes of prey and 

it’s estimated the population in B.C. could consume 

as much as 250,000 to 320,000 tonnes of feed (eu-

phasids, or krill, and forage fish such as herring and 

sardines).2 Commercial fish species such as salmon 

and hake, as well as marine mammals such as dol-

phins, porpoises, seals, and sea lions in the region 

may be impacted, as humpbacks will compete directly 

with them for the same prey resources. Humpbacks 

are also susceptible to boat strikes and entanglements 

involving marine debris or commercial fishing gear, 

which could be problematic given high volumes of 

commercial and recreational boat traffic in the Salish 

Sea. An increase in the number of whales, paired with 

an increasing number of vessels, is a recipe for more 

frequent whale-boat collisions and/or entanglements.

The return of humpbacks to the Salish Sea highlights 

the need for new conservation and research efforts, 

such as programs to reduce ship-strike risk and to 

measure and understand ecosystem changes that will 

necessarily result from the return of large consumers 

after a century of absence.   

What is the current status?
North Pacific Humpback whales have recovered sub-

stantially from commercial whaling and have reoccu-

pied large tracts of former feeding grounds on the 

west coast of North America.3 A notable area where 

humpbacks were conspicuously absent during their 

return to British Columbia over the past 30 years was 

the inner Salish Sea – the inland waters of the Strait 

of Georgia extending south to Puget Sound (Figure 1A) 

– where a small and possibly resident population of 

humpbacks was extirpated by 1909.4 

The highly urbanized area is home to a large number 

of citizen scientists who regularly report their sight-

ings of whales, dolphins, porpoises, and sea turtles to 

the B.C. Cetacean Sightings Network (see the Citizen 

Science and Participation article under the Sense of 

Place and Wellbeing Theme) and their reports have 

documented the return of humpbacks to the inner 

Salish Sea.

The B.C. Cetacean Sightings Network (BCCSN) current-

ly curates more than 29,500 humpback whale sight-

ings collected coast wide over 35 years (1981– 2016), 

with 10.3 percent or 3,052 of those reports originating 

from the study area (Figure 1B). By limiting reports to 

those graded as reliable or certain, the BCCSN began 

consistently receiving 50 or more humpback sightings 

per year from the inner Salish by 2003-2004 (Fig-

ure 2). This was approximately 15 years after similar 

numbers of sightings were made regularly along the 

west side of Vancouver Island, a known high-density 

area in B.C.5 By 2013, humpbacks were the most fre-
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Figure 1. A: Inner Salish Sea focal area which includes the Strait of Georgia (B.C.) and the waters around the San Juan Islands and Puget Sound 
(WA); B: 3,052 locations of humpback whales in the focal area reported to the B.C. Cetacean Sightings Network from 1990 through 2016.

quently reported cetacean in the province and 19 per-

cent of humpback sightings were located in the inner 

Salish Sea.

In order to account for uneven observer effort and 

increasing awareness of the Sightings Network over 

time, the data were analyzed using an effort-correc-

ted Geographic Information System (GIS) model.6 The 

coast-wide model confirmed the delayed but notable 

increase of whales in the area: humpbacks were con-

sidered entirely absent from the inner Salish Sea prior 

to 2004 (Figure 3A) and sighting density per unit effort 

increased to a maximum of 0.11 per square kilometre 

when modelling data from 2004 through 2016 (Figure 

3B). This value represents roughly 20 percent of the 

maximum sighting density per unit effort predicted 

for major hotspots along the west side of Vancouver 

Island and is notable given that the model accounts 

for the large observer base in the inner Salish Sea. 
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Figure 2. The number of humpback whale sightings in the inner Salish Sea reported to the B.C. Cetacean Sightings Network from 1990 
through 2016.
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Figure 3. Coast-wide effort-corrected humpback whale density estimates (relative density per square kilometre) in the inner Salish Sea for two 
time periods. A: 1990–2003 (no whales estimated); and B: 2004–2016. 
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What is being done?
Humpback population growth in Pacific Canada was 

most recently estimated to be 4.1 percent annually (95 

percent confidence limits, 3.9-5.1 percent) and identi-

fied threats did not seem to be affecting the population 

growth rate.7 As such, the independent Committee on 

the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSE-

WIC) determined that the population had reached a 

point where the species could be re-classified. The 

Committee assessed the population as a species of 

special concern in 2011 and upheld that designation 

in 2014. A reclassification from threatened to special 

concern under the federal Species at Risk Act in Can-

ada occurred in July of 2017. 

Despite their downlisting, reports of entanglements 

and ship strikes have continued to occur. The num-

ber of these types of incidents is likely to increase as 

humpback density increases in inland waters. Boater 

education and outreach may be a practical step to ad-

dressing the issues with select campaigns underway 

including:

• Marine Education & Research Society (MERS): 

“See a blow, Go slow”

• BCCSN: Dock Talk series

The Aquatic Ecosystems and Marine Mammal Sci-

ence group (Pacific Biological Station) at Fisheries and 

Oceans Canada regularly monitor the abundance and 

distribution of large whales, including humpbacks, on 

B.C.’s north coast, central coast, and the west coast 

of Vancouver Island through aerial and ship transect 

surveys.

Humpback whale in the inner Salish Sea off the city of Nanaimo between Newcastle and Gabriola Islands on August 31, 2016. (Photo: Chad 
Nordstrom)
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 What can you do?

Individual and Organization actions:
• Report your cetacean and sea turtle sightings, including humpbacks, from anywhere in British Columbia to 

the B.C. Cetacean Sightings Network online at www.wildwhales.org or via WhaleReport – the free smartphone 
application available for iOS and Android devices.

• Follow the Be Whale Wise guidelines if you encounter any cetaceans while on the water.

• Slow down and stay vigilant in areas of known humpback whale activity to avoid collisions from unpredict-
able humpback surfacing. 

• Recycle and properly dispose of garbage to prevent marine debris that can be harmful if ingested, or cause 
entanglement. Ensure workplaces are equipped with proper disposal options. 

• Report incidents of entangled whales immediately to the BC Marine Mammal Incident reporting line: 1 800 
465 4336

• Contribute photos of humpback whale tail flukes for photo identification catalogues to sightings@ocean.org 
or mersociety@gmail.com.

Government actions and policy:
• Consider humpback nutritional requirements when regulating the commercial catch of B.C. euphasids, par-

ticularly in the Strait of Georgia.

• Implement and enforce slow-down zones for large vessel traffic in areas of high overlap between humpback 
and vessel densities. Studies have shown that travel below 10 knots greatly decreased the likelihood of fatal 
vessel strikes.8

• Continue to support and facilitate growth of the Marine Mammal Response Network to ensure timely and 
safe incident responses coast-wide.

• Provide large vessel captains and pilots with cetacean resources that include distribution of species, and 
how to safely transit when whales are in the area (e.g., The Mariner’s Guide to Whales, Dolphins and 
Porpoises of B.C.).

• Legislate mandatory safe-distance for vessels from cetaceans (e.g., using Be Whale Wise Guidelines).

http://www.wildwhales.org
mailto:sightings%40ocean.org?subject=
mailto:mersociety%40gmail.com?subject=
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Resources
species at Risk public Registry (Humpback Whale, 
North pacific population)
http://www.registrelep-sararegistry.gc.ca/species/
speciesDetails_e.cfm?sid=148

Ford, John k. b. marine mammals of british columbia. 
Victoria: Royal british columbia museum, 2014. 
paperback, 464 pages, IsbN 978-0-7726-6734-2.
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