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HIGHLIGHTS
•
•
•

Fin whale abundance peaks in late July and August.
Squally Channel is the primary area of fin whale habitat use, followed by Campania and
Cammano Sounds.
There is weak evidence for a recent decline in fin whale numbers within Gitga’at waters

METHODS
In the summers of 2013-2015, visual surveys for fin whales were
conducted aboard the RV Bangarang, a 12m motorsailer, with a team
of three researchers. Circuits of the study area were completed within a
target duration of 20 days, during which we visited a grid of 24
oceanographic stations, between which we conducted concurrent visual
and acoustic transect surveys (Fig. 1).
Whale surveys were carried out using a method called line-transect
sampling. Bearing and reticle readings using Fujinon 7x50 binoculars,
min-max-best group size estimates, and cue behaviors for each sighting
were recorded by an observation team from a platform 2 m above sea
level. At standard intervals observers rotated between three positions,
one of which was data entry at the helm. Survey routes were recorded
in data entry software interfaced to a Garmin 441s GPS unit. Whale
positions were geo-located using binocular bearing and reticle readings
from the observation platform.
For this report, fin whale density was calculated simply as the number
of individuals seen per kilometer effort within fin whale habitat,
which we defined here as all channels to the southwest of Gil Island
(west of N53.19 deg) as well as a portion of Whale Channel south of
leading point (W129.27; Fig. 1). Densities were calculated based on
all fieldwork effort (both during transects and during transit) as well
as transect effort only.

Figure 1. Survey tracklines
for the 2013-2015 study
aboard RV Bangarang. For
fin whale density estimates,
only survey effort to the
south of the dashed line was
used.
	
  

SUMMARY
Effort
Over the course of 201 days of fieldwork in 2013-2015 along 2,795 km of trackline, we completed 9
surveys of the study area. 5 of these surveys took place in 2015; effort was limited to 2 surveys in each of
the prior two years due to vessel repair issues. Mean survey length was 21 days. Over this time, we had
sightings of 159 fin whales, 76 of which occurred during systematic transect effort (Table 1).

Table 1. Fin whale sightings and focal follows for each year then for each survey month within year. Sightings are
number of individuals seen, reported according to observation effort at time of sighting (Transect or Other). Focal
follows are reported according to the whale’s inferred behavioral state.
Sightings
Effort
Transect Other
17
32
6
24
11
8

Year
2013

Leg
All
Jul
Aug

2014

All
Aug
Sep

34
26
8

35
24
11

69
50
19

2015

All
Jun
J-J
LJ
Aug
Sep

42
3
0
5
17
17

48
8
7
13
8
12

90
11
7
18
25
29

76

83

159

Grand
Total

Total
49
30
19

Distribution
Our systematic surveys of the entire fjord system revealed that fin whales occur almost exclusively within
Squally Channel, Campania Sound and Caamano Sound, although fins were rarely seen in southern
Whale Channel as far up as Camp Island (Fig. 2). There were also numerous reports during these years of
fin whales occurring within Wright Sound and even McKay Reach. The regular occurrence of fin whales
in north Squally and Otter Channel, but their paucity in Estevan Sound, suggested to us that fin whales
rarely traverse the shallow waters of Estevan Sound. Instead they appear to enter and exit Gil Basin via
Principe Sound and Caamano Sound/Laredo Channel.
Each year, the area with the most fin whale sightings shifted slightly. In 2013, fins occurred primarily in
Caamano and Campania Sounds. In 2014, fins were seen most often in Squally, particularly north Squally
to the west of Fin Island. In 2015, central and south Squally were the hotspots.
Seasonality
Our data support the findings of North
Coast Cetacean Society (NCCS) and the
Gitga’at Guardian Cetacean Monitoring
Program (GGCMP) that fin whales are
persistently present within Gitga’at waters
in all summer months. For data on fin
whale presence in non-summer months,
research by NCCS and GGCMP are
valuable resources.
Figure 2. Fin whale sightings in each year (all effort).
	
  

Density
Our limited survey effort in 2013 and 2014
makes it difficult to conclude anything about
annual trends. Moreover, it is likely that
month-to-month variation in fin whale
presence would confound and mask annual
trends, if any, in regional distribution and
abundance. However, density estimates from
all three years do suggest that late
July/August is the period of peak fin whale
abundance within Gitga’at waters (Fig. 3).
Fin whales appear to be more abundant in
late summer than early summer. Finally, our
data weakly suggest that fin whale densities
within Gitga’at waters have declined since
2013. This aligns with photo-identification
results from our platform and NCCS (not
presented here). It is unlikely that this
decline represents a negative population
growth rate; it more likely reflects regional
shifts in the distribution of B.C. fin whales.

Figure 3. Fin whale densities (individuals / km trackline) from
late May through September in 2013 (short dashed line), 2014
(long dashed line), and 2015 (solid line). Left: densities based
on transect effort only. Right: densities based on all effort
modes.	
  	
  

MANAGEMENT CONSIDERATIONS
Remarkable opportunity
It is remarkable that the fin whale, a species conventionally understood to be “oceanic” and “offshore”
(Spalding 1998, Reeves et al., 2002, Creswell et al., 2007), occurs within the protected channels of
Gitga’at territory. To my knowledge this is the only fin whale habitat in the Pacific, and possibly on earth,
where fin whales can be easily studied and photo-identified from land (Fig. 4). The recent return of fin
whales to Gitga’at waters presents a rare opportunity to understand a component of the species’ natural
history that had been erased by whaling.
Unique habitat
Records from industrial whaling indicate that the Kitimat Fjord System is the only network of mainland
inlets heavily used by fin whales (Pike and MacAskie 1969, Gregr et al. 2000, Gregr 2004). Photoidentification results (not shown here) demonstrate that many individuals are seasonally resident,
returning to this fjord system each summer to feed. This suggests that the geography and productivity of
Gitga’at waters are uniquely suitable for fin whales, which in turn suggests that the disturbance or
deterioration of this habitat would be significant; there may not be comparable habitat nearby that could
compensate for its loss or accommodate displaced animals.
Restricted habitat use
Fin whales primarily use a restricted number of channels within the Kitimat Fjord System: Caamano
Sound, Campania Sound and, most heavily, Squally Channel. Based on acoustic backscatter studies (not
presented here), Squally in particular is a persistently krill-rich foraging ground in all summer months,
positioned along what might possibly be a routine foraging circuit that links habitat on the outside of
Aristazabal to habitat in Dixon Entrance. Protecting fin whale habitat in Squally Channel appears to be
the key to preserving the importance of Gitga’at territory for fin whales, which would in turn preserve the
importance of fin whales to the ecological and cultural heritage of the Gitga’at waters.
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Figure 4. Scenes of fin whales within the Kitimat Fjord System. A) A large group of fin whales (there are
three at the surface within the frame) feed among a large aggregation of surface debris offshore of the
Wall Islets. B) A fin whale at the entrance to Barnard Harbor, Whale Channel, with ectoparasite scars
characteristic of the fin whales that occur within BC waters. C) Two Dall’s porpoise bow-ride ahead of an
actively feeding fin whale. D) A mother fin whale and her calf just offshore of Fawcett Point, south
Squally Channel. All photographs taken by research crew aboard the RV Bangarang.

