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In February o001, a gray
whale appeared in the waters
beneath the Dumbarton
Bridge between Palo Alto and
Fremont, causing a major
traffic jam on the bridge.
Above: The whale surfaces
directly below the bridge.
Facing page: The whale
spouts as it swims between
the Dumbarton Bridge and
the railroad bridge,

EATIE'S CLOSE ENCOUNTER WITH A GRAY WHALE has become an increasingly common
one in the Bay Area, posing a puzzle for scientists and a potential conundrum f[or environ-
mentalists, Wh}' are the whales here? Will tll{:y kcep cmning back? And if tllcy do, can we
ensure that the Bay— surrounded by cities and crisscrossed by bridges, ferries, and tankers —
is a suitable haven for these large and magnificent mammals?

The Oceanic Society has been conducting whale-watching tours in the Pacific since 1974
and serves as the public’s clearinghouse for sightings of live whales within the Bay. Since the
mid-19gos, the Society and the Marin-based Marine Mammal Center (which rescues and
rehabilitates distressed seals, sea lions, sea otters, dolphins, and whales) have received an
increasing number of calls from the public reporting gray whales inside the Bay.

“Three years ago, our former research director James Gilardi commuted by ferry and
consulted with the skippers,” says Birgit Winning, executive director of the Oceanic Society.
“Between his observations and anecdotal evidence from the public, we realized this phenome-
non deserved a systematic study.” In 2000, the Society launched a five-year study, now over-
seen by the organization's current rescarch director, Guy Oliver, The project’s initial phase
has recently been completed.

1 Sy ) According to scientists, the
S a n F r a n C 1 S C O B a y Lol i sighted gray whales are defi-

nitely here on purpose, unlike
Humphrey the Humpback
Whale, who caused such a
media sensation when he be-
came stranded in the an
back in 1984.

The gray whale is one of
80 species of ceraceans that
range throughout the oceans
of the world. It is a baleen
whale, meaning that it ingests
its food (benthic amphipods,
tiny bottom-dwelling, tube-
Iikc Cmﬂttll’es) I_)y Scﬂupiﬂg
mouthfuls of water and sedi-
ment and straining these
through cartilaginous “teeth,”
or baleen. Unlike other baleen
whales in the north Pacific
(humpbacks, blues, fins, sei,
and minkes), the gray whale
stays close to shore, Pﬂ:ﬁ’rring
the relatively shallow waters
along the coasr.

Today, two populations
of gray whales still exist. The eastern Pacific population (also known as the California stock) migrates
[rom summer {-eec{ing gmunds in the Bm.'ing, ClulkChL and western Beaufort Seas of Alaska to winter
breeding grounds off the coast of Baja California. The western Pacific population (also known as the
Korean stock) travels from the Sea of Okhotsk near Alaska to feeding grounds off Russia’s Sakhalin
Island, The location of this popuiation’s winter breeding and calvfng gmunds 1s unknown, but reliable
records point ro an area off southern China. A third population of gray whales, hunted to extinction
by the 18th century, is believed to have ranged between the coastal waters of Europe and Iceland and
the eastern shore of North America.

The recovery of the eastern Pacific gray whale from the brink of extinction is one of the most
rewarding stories of the modern conservation movement. In contrast, the Korean stock is estimated to
be a “remnant population” numbering fewer than a hundred individuals. This population faces a seri-
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HALING FROM SAN FrRANCISCO BAY

ough whales were never hunted in San Fran-
cisco Bay itself, the whaling industry had a long presence
here. Beginning in the 1830s, whaling ships of British and
New England-based fleets wintered in San Francisco Bay.
A hundred ships or more might be anchored along the
San Francisco rfront, where they stocked up on pro-
visions for their long Pacific and Arctic voyages. In addi-
tion to this well-inanced pelagic whaling, a smal
commerce in coastal whales (gray, humpback, orea),
hunted from rowboats that went out for the day
oped in several coastal communities, including Carmel,
Monterey, Moss Landing, Davenport, Half Moon Bay, and
Bolinas. With the advent of mechanized whaling in the

early 19005, whalers were able to exploit faster species

(blue, fin, sei), and the industry revived for a few decades.

World War

Whaling out of the Bay made a comeback

I, when Del Monte Fishing Company (1956 to 1971) and Golden Gate Fishing Company

Frani

) k) ff Point
try, where its ability to withstand extreme heat was useful in the production of both

weapons and electricity. Whaling from the Bay ended in December 1971, following

passage by Congress of the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972,

ous threat to 1ts habitar from plans by a consortium of oil com-
panies (ExxonMobil and Royal Dutch/Shell ) to construct a
s22 billion oil- and gas-drilling facility on Sakhalin Island.

According to current genetic and palconr,ological research,
modern cetaceans evolved from a land mamumal that returned to
the sea more than 60 million years ago. Using everything from
artifacts and artwork and songs and stories to radio tags and
DNA sampling, Pacific Rim cultures from prehistory to mod-
ern times have observed and documented the gray whale during
its 10,000-plus-mile migratory journey.

Yer there are very few historical reports of the gray whale —
easily distinguished by its narrow, triangular head; mottled,
broad (luke; and dorsal humps instead of fins — entering San
Francisco Bay. Whereas 1gth-century whalers reported that gray
whales used San Diego Bay as a breeding lagoon (before aban-
doning it over 150 years ago due to increasing human settle-
ment), there are few reports of them in San Francisco Bay. These
whalers, who kept meticulous records, did not record any whale
“takes” in the Bay, Guy Oliver cites one or two records by Span-
ish explorers that mention whale spouts in the Bay. And only
one gray whale skeleton — dating back 2,500 years — has been
unearthed from a Bay Area shellmound.

“If whales were historically common in the Bay, one would
assume that the Ohlone Indians and others would have had
whalebone artifacrs,” Oliver says. “The lack of historical evi-
dence has made 1t difficult for us ro clarif'y whether the recent
entrance of whales in the Bay marks their return to ancient
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feeding grounds or constitutes a wholly new occurrence.” It also
leaves it unclear whether this recent rash of sightings will prove
Lo be ad Llniqllﬂ event il] respﬂns(‘ roa t["ﬂlpﬂrﬂr}-’ Ch‘;ll'lge in thc
whales’ regular food supply, or whether the gray whales will be
visiting on a regular basis. And if, in fact, they are here for the
long term, can the Bay safely feed and support these visitors?
To find the answers, the Oceanic Society set up a hot-line
telephone number asking the public to notify it when
a whale was sighted (415-409-Gray). Oliver, working with stu-
dent volunteers, then went out

to confirm the sightings. From Why are t.hey here?
1999 through zoo1, the survey :

found at least one gray whale And will t:he}'

in the Bay every month of the keep coming back?

year except August, with the
peak number of sightings taking place March through May,
coinciding with the whale’s northbound migration,

“In the surveys, we found that gray whales are foraging, trav-
eling, and milling about in the Bay,” says Oliver. “We have found
all age classes, (rom calves of the year ro mature whales, And
we've sighted both individual whales and groups as large as five
swimming together.”

The whales have been seen in many different parts of the
Bay, from the waters off the Oakland Airport to the area be-
tween the Golden Gate and Treasure Island, as far east as the
Carquinez Strait near the Benicia-Martinez Bridge, and as far
south as the Dumbarron Bridge. (When a KCBS traffic helicop-




Bos Wivson, The Marie MammaL Conrer

ter znntnunccd a4 p{)d ()F W}'IEIIES f—l't)]if_kil'lg bEDCRtI'I tI‘l(‘. DIII]IbElI’—

ton in February 2001, it resulted in a major traffic jam.) Accord-
ing to Oliver, the whales especially like to swim in Raccoon
Strait between Point Tiburon and Angel Island and in the area
near the Sausalito sewage treatment plant,

“Now that we have proven theyre here, the next step is to
find out how many and why." says Oliver. "They seem to be
coming to find supplemental foraging grounds, but confirming
that involves a more thorough look art their food source and
tracking the behavior of individual whales.” The Bay, as Oliver
explains, is a very noisy place. Numerous studies document that
whales — which depend on their acute hearing to navigate and
stay in contact with each other —suffer when they encounter
acoustic disturbances, such as those generated by large ship

engines. If they are deliberately heading into such a heavily
trafficked environment, there must be a com-
pelling reason.

According to Qliver, the answer
will be found through closer ex-
amination of gray whales’ eating
habits, “The old dogma was that
gray whales only ate during their

four to six months at the north-
ernmost feeding grounds. They
would then make the southern
migration at their fattest, give
birth to calves in the warm-

, Aretic
o Ocean

water Iagr_)uns of Bﬂj:l. and
return north with only the
calves feeding on their

Migration routes of the world's two
remaining gray whale populations.

grounds in Baja to feeding grounds in the North Pacific.

Left: The barnacled head of a gray whale “spy-hopping" in the Pacific
Ocean off the coast of Baja. Below: Gray whales migrating along the Caifor-

nia coast. The whales will travel up to 5,000 miles from their breeding

Norhh Polo

mothers’ milk. This is not accurate for several reasons. First, not
every whale makes the full migration.” Rescarchers are finding a

Smﬂll nllmber O.F gl’a}’ Whales Staying 1". PI:ICES ﬂl()ng the p;":llﬁc
coast, such as Vancouver, Oregon, Humboldr County, and San
Francisco Bay, rather than cnmple[ing their m igratory route,
“Second, in terms of foraging, we are learning that gray whales
are opportunistic,” Oliver adds, “They forage in mid-water for
mysids, an invertebrate that swarms in great numbers. We have
also seen them off the Channel Islands (in Southern California)
foraging for fish right at the surface of the water, So, while the
benthic resource in the Arctic pr()babl)' makes up about 8o per-
cent of their food, we don't really know for certain their total
diet.”

The question of food and its availability has led these
researchers to investigate another anomalous trend for gray
whales. “While we're focused on the increased number of live
whales in the Bay, there was also a two-year spike in the number
of whale strandings,” Oliver says. “From 1999 to zooo, there
were six times the number of dead whales wa:shing up alung
the entire migratory route, with 300 reported by
the Narional Marine Fisheries Service in
2000 alone.” In a normal year, fewer

than a dozen whale strandings are
reported along the California coast-
line, with only one or two of
these occurring between Bodega
Bay and Half Moon Bay.
Because these numbers
dropped back to “normal” in

i s 2001, scientists are calling the
NORTEH

[ERICA strandings a “one-time mor-

t:lll'ty event.” Yer the great
A increase in both live and dead
whales has created a puzzle sci-
entists are anxious to solve.
Marine mammals that expire

anywhere along the California

PIETER FOIKENS
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Bon Wivson, Te Marine Mammas Center

grounds in Baja to feeding grounds in the North Pacific.

Left: The barnacled head of a gray whale “spy-hopping" in the Pacific
Ocean off the coast of Baja. Below: Gray whales migrating along the Caifor-

nia coast. The whales will travel up to 5,000 miles from thelr breeding
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ton in February 2001, it resulted in a major traffic jam.) Accord-
ing to Oliver, the whales especially like to swim in Raccoon
Strait between Point Tiburon and Angel Island and in the area
near the Sausalito sewage treatment plant,

“Now that we have proven theye here, the next step is to
find out how many and why,” says Oliver. “They seem to be
coming to find supplemental foraging grounds, but confirming
that involves a more thorough look art their food source and
tracking the behavior of individual whales.” The Bay, as Oliver
explains, is a very noisy place. Numerous studies document that
whales — which depend on their acute hearing to navigate and
stay in contact with each other — suffer when they encounter
acoustic disturbances, such as those generattd b}r }arg(‘. shi]}

engines. If they are deliberately heading into such a heavily
trafficked environment, there must be a com-
pelling reason.

According to Oliver, the answer
will be found through closer ex-
amination of gray whales’ eating
habits. “The old dogma was that
gray whales only ate during their P
four to six months at the north-
ernmost feeding grounds. They
would then make the southern
migration at their fattest, give
birth to calves in the warm-

, Arctic
.+ Ocean

water f:lgmms of Baja, and
return north with only the
calves Fcedfng on their

Migration routes of the world"s two
remaining gray whale populations.,

mothers’ milk. This is not accurate for several reasons. First, not
every whale makes the full migration.” Researchers are finding a
Smﬂil l'lumbcr QF gl‘a}' WhaIES Sta)'ing I-n. PI:ICES al()ng the p:lciﬁc
coast, such as Vancouver, Oregon, Humboldt County, and San
Francisco Ba}r, rather than cnmpleting their m igratory route,
“Second, in terms of foraging, we are learning that gray whales
are opportunistic,” Oliver adds, “They forage in mid-water for
mysids, an invertebrate that swarms in great numbers. We have
also seen them off the Channel Islands (in Southern California)
foraging for fish right at the surface of the water, So, while the
benthic resource in the Arctic Pr;)babI‘Y makes up about 8o per-
cent of their food, we don't really know for certain their total
diet.”

The question of food and its availability has led these
researchers to investigate another anomalous trend for gray
whales. “While we're focused on the mcreased number of live
whales in the Bay, there was also a two-year spike in the number
of whale strandings,” Oliver says. “From 1999 to zooo, there
WwWEere si.‘i [imt:'S tht: nllmbﬂr (}ih dead Whafﬁs sthing 'LIP ﬂIl)l’lg
the entire migratory route, with 300 reported by
the National Marine Fisheries Service in
2ooo alone.” In a normal year, fewer

than a dozen whale strandings are
reported along the California coast-
line, with only one or two of

these occurring between Bodega

Bay and Hall Moon Bay.
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dropped back to “normal” in
2001, scientists are calling the
strandings a “one-time mot-
tality event.” Yer the great
increase in both live and dead

NORTH
MERICA

whales has created a puzzle sci-
entists are anxious to solve.
Marine mammals that expire

anywhere along the California
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coast between Mendocino and San Luis Obispo
fall under the purview of The Marine Mammal
Center, headquartered in the Marin Headlands.
The group’s head veterinarian is Frances Gallund,
a tall, youthful woman who has been with the
center for eight years, From her office, Gulland
can see migrating whales traveling past the Point
Bonita Lighthouse and Black Sand Beach,

“We must note that during the 2001-2002
migration, whale strandings returned to the pre-
die-off levels,” says Gulland. “However, the sharp
increase of 199g-2000, in which sg dead whales
washed up in the Bay Area alone, was highly
unusual. This die-off occurred during a six-week
period between April and May when they were
migrating north, when we can safely assume
whales would be at their hungriest.” Gulland
responded by organizing the California Whale
Necropsy Team with UC Berkeley’s Museum of
Invertebrate Biology, Moss Landing Marine Laboratories, UC
Santa Cruz, and the Oceanic Society. Even with all this expert
help, her attempts to study the causes of whale mortality were
often thwarted. “It is extremely hard to examine a whale,” she
explains. "We have a very short window, a few hours, really, to
obtain fresh tissue samples before the corpse decomposes. After
thar, it’s useless.”

With all of these challengcs, Gulland and her team were able

to conduct necropsies on only two of the 5o stranded whales.
Of those two, one clearly had died

“The whales went from propeller wounds and the

SortEh hungry and then other had domoic acid poisoning,

: E “The final cause of death may have
S 12
came north dying. been a ship strike or tainted food

in the Bay,” says Gulland. “But 1o
my mind, these whales were dying of malnutrition. The real rea-
son they were here to begin with is that they were starving,”

Although a scientific consensus will not emerge until
researchers present their findings next December at the biennial
meeting of the Society for Marine Mammalogy in Greensboro,
South Carolina, Gulland’s hypothesis has garnered support
among West Coast whale researchers. Dave Rugh, a wildlife
biologist at the National Marine Mammal Lab in Seattle, is in

Gray whales feed by diving to the bottom, scooping up large mouthfuls of sediment,
expelling the water and silt through their baleen, and digesting the trapped bottom-

dwelling organisms (benthic amphipods).

e =) o S S b e A s i 5 W e
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Frances Gulland (on whale) and Rebecca Duerr (in water) of the Marine Mammal Center

charge of the biannual “abundance counts” of migrating whales
at the Granite Canyon Research Station just south of Carmel,
His team counted the largest population of gray whales to date
— 26,000 —during the 1997-1998 southern migration. There
Was no census in 1999-2000, the year of the great die-off, But
when the team returned to count n zoor-2o0z, it found the
whale population had decreased sharply from the previous cen-
sus. Rugh puts the current gray whale population at approxi-
mately 17,500. Research conducted by Wayne Perryman, a
marine biologist at the Southwest Fisheries Science Center in
La Jolla, adds another dimension to these findings. Perryman
takes aerial photographs of migrating whales, measuring their
size and shape to see if they're healthy. “In 1999, the average
whale was much thinner than usual,” he says. “Something was
happening to affect their food source.”

Such evidence has led these scientists to postulate that the
entrance of gray whales into the Bay, and the spike in strand-
ings, were a one-time occurrence, linked to a catastrophic food
shortage. A warm-water event during the late summer of 1998 in
the Alaska Sea caused a massive dic-off of benthic amphipods
in shallow coastal waters, the whales’ primary food source, “The
whales went south hungry and then came north dying,” says
Rugh of the disastrous 1999-2000 migratory season. The staff
of the Oceanic Society agrees that the 1999-2000 die-off and
the increased presence of whales in the Bay are food related,
but disagrees that the latter is temporary. “We believe it's more
than a one-time event,” says executive
director Winning, “We've logged sight-
ings on the Bay for many years, although
certainly there was a large spike during
the three-year period in question.”

“We are getting closer to hypothesiz-
ing why they’re here,” says Oliver. "We've
had some sightings that tell us the animals
are opportunistically Ceontinmed on page 40)
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(contined from page 16) ﬁ?(‘.(‘ifng in the B:—ly. But
we must prove that with more extensive
observations.” Next March, he will be
joined b}-’ a team from the National
Geographic Society’s research and televi-
sion arm that will install a “critter cam”
on gray whales sighted in the Bay. At the
same time, Oliver's team will dive where
whales are sighted, to examine the floor
of the Bay for the presence of benthic
amphipods. “If this food source exists
here, we can safely assume they'll be
back,” says Oliver. Divers will be looking
to see if the mats of interwoven tube
worms, which floar along the sandy bot-
tom like a Persian carpet, show the tell-
tale crescent-shaped scars left in the bot-
tom sediment by feeding gray whales.

They will also sample amphipods nearby
to check for contaminants in the food
source. Because whales are bottom feed-
ers, scientists are concerned about the
heavy metals, such as arsenic and mer-
cury, that were flushed into the Bay dut-
ing the era of hydraulic gold mining and
remain suspended in the bottommost
sediments. “There is a chance,” says
Oliver, “that this wonderful new feeding
ground that the whales have discovered
might not be in their best interest.”

A number of other factors could
make the Bay a less than hospitable
haven for returning whales, The San
Francisco Bay Area Warter Transit
Authority is planning to increase the
number of passenger ferries from 14 to

To SEe GRAY WHALES

The Oceanic Society has offered naturalist-led whale-watch-
ing excursions in the San Francisco Bay Area since 1g72.
Excursions leave from San Francisco, Half Moon Bay, and
Bodega Bay, on weekends from late December through mid-
May. Call (415)441-1106 or visit www.oceanicsociety.org. To
report whale sightings in the Bay, call (415)409-GRAY.
Sanctuary Cruises leads tours within the Monterey Bay
National Marine Sanctuary from Moss Landing. Call (831)
643-0128 or visit www.sanctuarycruises.com.

Riptide Sportfishing offers three-hour and all-day whale-
watching tours from Pillar Point Harbor in Half Moon Bay.
Call (415)468-8433 or (8BB)747-8433, or visit www.riptide.
net/whale.htm.

Point Reyes National Seashore Association is offering two
field seminars this winter (January 11 and March 1) with
naturalist Michael Ellis, on the natural history of marine
mammals at Point Reyes. Call (415)663-1200 or visit
www.ptreyes.org/field /fshome.html.

GRAY WHALE RESOURCES

In addition to rescuing more marine mammals than any
other organization in the world, the Marine Mammal Center
in the Marin Headlands promotes conservation education
and scientific discovery. To find out more, contact Doreen
Moser at (415)289-8620, or visit www.marinemammalcen-
ter.org. To report a stranded marine mammal, call (415)289-
SEAL.

For gray whale basics, visit the Monterey Bay Aquarium web-
site at www.mbayag.org/efc/efc_fo/fo_mml_fag.asp. Find
out about migration, calves, diet, habitat, and more. Or call

the aquarium at (831)648-4800.

The American Cetacean Society (ACS) has information about
gray whales on its website at www.acsonline.org/factpack/
graywhl.htm. The local ACS chapter also has a website at
www.acs-sfbay.org, with information about local meetings
and events,

44 over a 10-year period
from 2005 to 2015 Of
those, 30 will be high-
spccd ferries il‘:l\-'clizlg at
25 knots or more. What
this means, according to
Teri Shore of the Blue
Water Network, is that
even in the absence of a
toxic or contaminated
food source, whales

could well be in danger

of being struck and killed by high-spced
L'CSS':IS.

In addition, huge infrastructure proj-
ects, such as 1'ep.=1ir work on the Rich-
mond Bri'dgc, construction of the new
castern span of the Bay Bridge, and pos-
sible construction of new runways for
the San Francisco International Airport,
inevitably add traffic, pollutants, and
noise to the Bay environment, The
research being done now by Oliver,
Gulland, and others could be an impor-
tant first slcp toward consideration of
mitigation measures for the whales.

For whatever reason, gray whales
are now among us, giving us the
1.1nprccr:clcntcd uppurlunil}' Lo see a
spouting whale from Hunters Point or
the bow of the Larkspur ferry. “In an
environment so dominated by man, it's
great to sce a lirtle bir of wilderness
I‘l:t'l.:lrn,.” S:l.}’.\.i O]i'\'el‘. “‘1"121["5; ‘“’h}". ['_OI'
me, the presence of the whales is a cause
for celebration.” e

Barbara Tannenbavm is a freclance writer based
in San Rafacl. Her work has appeared in the New
York Times, Los Angeles Times, San Fran-
cisco Chronicle, and Sunset. She is a former
senior editor of San Francisco Focus.

SONAR TESTING AND GRAY WHALES

In mid-November, a federal judge gave the U.5. Navy permission
to test its Low-Frequency Array (LFA) sonar in the western Pacific
QOcean. The system transmits sounds up to 215 decibels, approxi-
mately equivalent to the noise of an F-15 fighter jet during takeoff.
Environmental groups have sought to stop the Navy, fearing that

whales in the Pacific will suffer a fate similar to that of 17 whales and
dolphins in the Bahamas in March, 2000. According to a report pub-
lished by the Department of Commerce and the Navy, seven
cetaceans died from heart failure, and an additional 10 were
injured, due to extreme acoustic trauma caused by sonar transmit-
ted during a naval exercise. The tactical mid-frequency sonar used
in the Bahamas transmits at levels similar to those of the LFA.

Will high-volume sonar affect California’s gray whale populations?
Sonar testing typically occurs in pelagic (deep ocean) areas, where
the Navy is searching for submarines, while gray whales generally
stay in coastal waters. Researchers are therefore cautiously opti-
mistic that the Navy's new system will not have an impact on the
Eastern Pacific stock of gray whales, However, they caution, limited
tests have demonstrated gray whales’ aversion to these high-vol-
ume sounds, and itis much too early to rule out damaging long-
term effects. And, of course, scientists and advocacy groups con-
tinue to express cancern about sonar's impact on pelagic whale
species, suich as beaked, humpback, and blue whales,
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