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Rebound ?

The spring meeting of the Southeast U.S. (SEUS) Right Whale Implementation Team typically
provides a summary of the previous season. At a virtual meeting on Friday, 7 May 2021, Jen
Jakush, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, summarized the field work
conducted by the many organizations in the SEUS and provided the preliminary results for the
2020-21 SEUS calving season. With caution, lest we jinx ourselves, there were grounds for
hope.

The collective efforts of researchers, agencies, managers, and funders resulted in 272 sightings of
right whales from North Carolina to Florida (Figure 1). Preliminary analysis suggests that 62
individual or unique whales were identified, including 17 mother-calf (MC) pairs (Figure 2).

Of particular note, of the 17 MC pairs, six were first-time mothers—encouraging. In terms of
both numbers and percentages, one must go back eight years for comparable results (Figure 3).
We can reasonably infer that an increasing number of young females are arriving into a condition
of reproductive fitness. On the other hand, the reported average calving interval (interval
between births for a given female) stands at 9.5 years—a familiar number in recent years but
considerably higher than the average 3-5 year intervals during most prior years (S.D. Kraus and
R.M. Rolland, The Urban Whale, 2007, p. 180). A change in demographics also took place.
While MC pairs were the most common demographic in recent years, during the 2020-21 season,
the largest demographic was adult males (20). There were also adult females, juveniles, and
yearlings (refer again to Figure 2). This finding is reminiscent of the period 2008-10 (see RWN
March 2015 and May 2010) when more than 150 non-calving females, males, and juveniles
flooded into the SEUS habitat. During this earlier period, SAGs (surface-active-groups) were
common. In the 2020-21 season, nine SAGs were observed—again a hint of a rebound to some
former events.

And finally, an inspection of Figure 4 suggests that for the four recent years, 2018 through 2021,
calving is on the increase. We cautiously and hopefully await the 202122 season.
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Figure 1. All SEUS right whale sightings for the 2021 season. Key: purple=EWS surveys,
yellow=Volunteer sighting network or opportunistic. Triangles=MC pairs, circle size=number of individuals
in the sighting. Lines=aerial survey tracks. There were 272 sightings from North Carolina to Florida.
Source: Jakush, J., M. White, and K. Jackson (2021) Preliminary field results for the 2021 calving season.
Presentation, SEIT meeting, 7 May 2021.
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Figure 2. Individual right whales seen during the 2021 season—including all aerial, vessel, and land-
based efforts. A total of 62 individual whales were identified (excluding calves). There were nine surface-
active groups, comprised of 2, 3, 4, or 5 whales.
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Figure 3. There was an increase in both the number and percentage of first-time mothers during the

2021 season. A number of factors likely result in a greater number of females entering into a condition of
reproductive readiness.



CALVES
45

35
30
25

20

U TN L S SRty W -} > & O o & » O DN T > .> O 0.A ® .9 0N
9¢ S O a° 9 0] SO B AV 80 A" 8D A9 NV AV 5 D o)
A ARG LI LR LI S K m‘é)w@m&m@gm@&t’m&m&w&e@ L A A

Figure 4. Calf births from 1992 through 2021. Within the biological variability, there are plateaus,
downward trends, and upward trends. The years 2018 through 2021 may hint at an upward trend.

SnowCone: One Whale, One Story

Every whale has a story. Here’s one. It is illustrative and representative.

A calf was born to mother #1308 in 2005. The mother-calf pair was seen several times during
the season. The calf was subsequently was entered into the Right Whale Catalog as #3560. As a
juvenile, this individual returned to the southeastern U.S. calving grounds on several occasions.

On New Year’s Day, 1 January 2020, volunteers with the Marineland Right Whale Project
sighted #3560, age 15, with her first calf (the calf was likely born off Georgia in the previous
month). Recently acquired drone capabilities helped verify the identification. She became the
“New Year’s Whale” and was sighted frequently.

Her popularity was enhanced when, following on another volunteer sighting on 8 March, she and
her calf became a focus of a right whale documentary being filmed for the Canadian
Broadcasting Network. (This film remains in production.)

Next, the pair gained further visibility when they traveled into the Gulf of Mexico, and returned.
In April, they were off North Carolina and appeared to be heading north.

There were some dark clouds. Scars and peduncle marks suggested several earlier
entanglements for #3560. Then, on the morning of 25 June 2020 (RWN August 2020) a floating



whale carcass was sighted off New Jersey. The dead whale was identified as the male calf of
#3560.

It is uncertain whether or not whales grieve or experience pain and emotions (e.g., see Moore
and van der Hoop, 2012; Safina, 2015) but #3560 might have experienced both.

Her loss notwithstanding, #3560 continued north and was sighted in July 2020 in the Gulf of St.
Lawrence.

Three months later, on 27 October 2020, in the annual whale-naming event by the North Atlantic
Right Whale Consortium, #3560 was given the name Snow Cone (Figure 5).

Then, on 10 March 2021, #3560. Snow Cone, was sighted entangled off Cape Cod. Some line
was removed but the entanglement was considered serious.

Next, on 10 May 2021, Snow Cone was reported entangled in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. The
Campobello Whale Rescue Team (CWRT) responded on 11 May in company with a Department
of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) Fast Rescue Craft out of Shippagan, New Brunswick. DFO
aerial survey planes provided aerial support searching the area around where the whale was last
seen. Snow Cone was found midafternoon and the CWRT was able to shorten the rope trailing
from the entangled whale and leave bitter ends of different lengths that will hopefully help Snow
Cone shed the remaining gear trailing out of the left side of her mouth. DFO and CWRT will
continue to monitor the whale's condition as further sightings are made.

Figure 5. Right whale Catalog #3560, named Snow Cone at the annual Consortium meeting in October
2020. The arrow indicates the callosity feature from which the name is derived. Photo: S. Ellis,
Marineland Right Whale Project.
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Calendar

26-27 October 2021 (tentative dates). Annual meeting of the North Atlantic Right Whale
Consortium. The meeting will be virtual. Future issues of Right Whale News will provide
updates, as will www.narwc.org.

13-17 December 2021. 24th Biennial Biology of Marine Mammals Conference, Palm Beach
County Convention Center, Palm Beach, Florida. For further information, see
marinemammalscience.org. The conference theme is A Sea Change: Transforming Science into
Stewardship. The conference will be hybrid, live and on-line. Abstract submission closed.
Workshop proposals closed. Early bird registration, 11 August 2021.

6—7 November 2021. Annual Right Whale Festival. Main Beach, 32 N. Fletcher Ave.,
Fernandina Beach, Florida. See: rightwhalefestival.com. The Right Whale Festival will feature
live music, exhibits promoting marine conservation with onsite marine mammal scientists, kid's
activities, art and unique gifts, a silent auction, a beach clean-up, food trucks, and much more.
This free festival takes place rain or shine.
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WWW.Narwc.org.

Citing Right Whale News: The requested format for citations from Right Whale News is: Right
Whale News VVolume(number): page(s). Alternatively, a less formal citation may simply use
month and year of issue.

An index to Right Whale News, subject and author, for the period 2014-2004 is posted at the
North Atlantic Right Whale Consortium website, www.narwc.org—under the Right Whale News
tab. Indexing for the period 2004-1994 is underway.

Support for Right Whale News is provided by the Island Foundation and the Massachusetts
Environmental Trust.

Jim Hain, Editor of Right Whale News, is a member of the Society of Environmental Journalists.


http://www.narwc.org/
mailto:jhain@earthlink.net
http://eepurl.com/JvmKf
http://www.narwc.org/
http://www.narwc.org/

