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Natural History

Mammal in Order Cetacea
Eschrichtius robustus
Two separate populations

California or Eastern Pacific Gray Whale
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Nearest relatives: porpoises and dolphins, including Killer whales (actually dolphins)

Two populations: Western Pacific (Korean) Gray Whales and Eastern (California) Pacific Gray whale

Western with less than 200 individuals, Eastern perhaps 23,000 today.


WHALE STATS

“Knuckles”
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Size - adults to 45 ft

Weight - 30-40 tons

Colour - mottled blackish-grey skin with paler scarring and pigmentation; barnacles and lice

Lacks dorsal fin - only a small hump followed by a series of ‘knuckles’ 2/3 of the way back from the head

Solitary - pairs of mothers and calves seen during migration

Can be confused with humpback, but lacks dorsal fin and surface behavior is generally quiet






WHALE DIET

e 1.3 tons (2600 |bs) per day
» 198 tons (396,000 Ibs) in 5 months
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Amphipods (tiny crustaceans) which are only a few centimeters long!

Baleen whale vs. toothed whale

Baleen—made of same stuff as our nails—keratin

Feeding method—big gulps of the bottom sediment, strain out through baleen

Krill and invertebrates (photo here) 

One adult gray whale eats around 2,600 pounds (1.3 tons) per day and can eat about 396,000 pounds (198 tons) of amphipod crustaceans in approximately 5 months in the Arctic.


LIFE CYCLE

 Artic to Baja California:

longest migration of a
mammal

e Echolocation |

Alaska

U.5.A,

Baja
Califorma

Laguna San Ignacio »
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5000 – 7000 miles one way migration

Close to coast

Use echolocation to help them stay in contact with other whales and avoid shore.


SUMMER

Jun-Sept (Oct)
 feeding

p SR
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Chukchi and Bering Seas


FALL & SPRING
Oct-Nov & Apr-May
e migration
* 55-60 days

TR

No. California Coat

Baja California Peninsula
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Most adults do not eat between leaving for and returning to the arctic (about 7 months)



Arrive in December at three lagoon complexes in Baja California Sur: 

(Ojo de Liebre (Scammon’s Lagoon, named after the 19th Century whaler who “discovered” the lagoons and who led the massacre of the whales that followed

Laguna San Ignacio

Bahia Magdalena (includes Puerto Lopez Mateos and Puerto San Carlos






WINTER

Dec-Mar
 Mate

e Give birth

e Waitch tourists

Laguna Ojo de Liebre Laguna San Ignacio
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Why Baja Lagoons?

Protected, relatively warm, increased salinity>>increased bouyancy for calves (water is more salty than open ocean because of high evaporation rate due to hot, dry desert air)

By the time the whales leave for the arctic, the calves may have reached 19 ft long. They can gain up to 60 lbs a day on their mother’s milk which is 53% fat.
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Spyhop Fluking/Diving
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Whales may breach to help loosen ectoparasites, or just because it’s fun.



Spyhopping probably gives them a view of what’s up and may aid in orientation at sea.  



Fluking at sea generally signals the whale will be making a deeper dive for feeding, or to go under boats.
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Home to more than whales:

Sea lions, migratory birds (American and brown pelicans, black brants, magnificent frigate birds), many species of egrets and herons, sea turtles, mangrove forests along margins.



Biosphere reserve home to Berrendo (pronghorn antelope that are endangered on peninsula).




PREDATORS: KILLER WHALES

& Peagy Stap
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Only real predator in this century


PREDATORS: HUMANS

19t Century whaling
1947 IWC Moratorium
Current eastern population: “recovered”??

Western population “extinct”
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In 19th century, population decimated by whaling, from estimated 30,000 to just 2,000

1947 full protection by IWC

Believed by many until recently that population had recovered to pre-whaling numbers, but new evidence suggests that the numbers were probably much higher.

New threats: Arctic waters warming, becoming less nutrient rich>>whales arriving in Baja lagoons are skinny.

Korean population is considered to be functionally extinct in that there are not enough reproducing individuals and pressures are too great on them to be able to recover.






Conservation Issues

Whale nurseries declared (Mexico, 1973)
Biosphere Reserve (1988)

World Heritage Site (1993)

1999 & 2005: salt works proposals
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Mixed issue in Mexico.  1970’s—concept that whales are “100% mexican by birth” and therefore a national treasure.



In 1973, three lagoons—Laguna Ojo de Liebre (Scammon’s Lagoon), Laguna Guerrero Negro and Laguna San Ignacio—were declared to be whale sanctuaries.



Since then, the local people have been engaged in ecotourism activities, mostly whale tours or cave painting tours,  that have supported the local economy and have led to the protection of the whales.



In 1988, the Vizcaíno Biosphere Reserve, the largest protected area in Latin America was created and included these three lagoon systems.  



Finally, in 1993 the lagoons along with the cave paintings of the nearby Sierra San Francisco were named a UNESCO World Heritage Site under the Man and the Biosphere Program (MAB-UNESCO).  



The Bahía Magdalena lagoon complex is currently not protected. 



In 1999 the Mexican Govt. and Mitsubishi, the major shareholders in the salt company ESSA located at Laguna Ojo de Liebre proposed a new project be created at LSI, the last pristine gray whale nursery.


Laguna Ojo de Liebre
w/ ESSA Salt works
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The current project can be seen on this map.  The salt works is one of the largest evaporative salt works in the world.  It depends on pumping salt water from the surrounding lagoons into a series of gigantic evaporative ponds.  Over a period of a year, sun and the hot, dry air of the desert evaporates the water.  Water is pumped through the series of ponds as the brine concentrates and becomes purified.  Machinery is huge, including cargo vehicles, pumps, pipes, washing machines, conveyers.  Also included are piers, barges and ships.



Town—sprung up around the salt works. Very poor infrastructure.

Evaporation ponds all around the lagoon

New pier—takes salt on barges to Isla Cedros

Tourist embarcation from lagoon
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In contrast, no industrialization is located around LSI.  Only fish camps and small ecotourism businesses.

North-west of the lagoon on the Pacific coast is Punta Abreojos, a community of about 800-1000 people involved in a fishing cooperative that would have been adversely affected by the salt works.

A long stuggle against the plan finally resulted in the then President Zedillo declaring the project dead and declaring that the whales and the lagoon should be protected.

However…


Laguna San Ignacio
Conservation Alliance
Conservation Area
Total Acres: 1,041,748
5 Phases/7 Sites

LS| Conservation Allilance
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The plan for the salt works was revived in 2005.  This time, conservationists used a new strategy to defeat it.  Their plan was to put a million acres of land around the lagoon into conservation easements, which would benefit the lagoon and the ejidos who own much of the land around the lagoon, especially those lands critical to the project.



As of 2006, almost 380,000 acres of ejido and federal lands are protected under this plan.



For more details, please read my article included in your packet.




Ecotourism

Whale watching tours
Other “eco” activities
Education programs

(2:30)
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Major activity is whale watching at the lagoons.  

However, many of the local groups around all of the whale nurseries are also involved in Grupo Tortuguero, which you may have heard about yesterday in my breakout session.



There is much interest by these groups to develop more diversity in their ecotourism activities, based on the natural resources available.  Thus, some groups have turtle or bird watching tours, kayaking, desert adventures, cave painting trips, etc



Not all businesses who run whale watching tours are involved in other conservation projects or environmental education campaigns.



March 21: Telemundo's Maria Celeste has an unusual story about a man, his love for the sea, and his chance encounter with the species he's now helping to save

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/21134540/vp/23749094#23749094 
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Most people arrive by land, though some fly in to a small airstrip at the lagoon.
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Some people, like the whales, migrate to Baja for the winter!
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Ecotours Kuyima





Whale Watching Tours




Whale Video
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This presentation is available in:
www.lasecomujeres.org
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