


T
I  n  199+.  Chr is  Bur ton-who

I operare. Wc'rerrt Whrle Reserrch

and monitors whales for industries

with seismic opetations-teamed with

Steve Mitchell, owner and operator of

Natumliste Charters, to monitor

whales in GeograPhe BaY during

whale watching cruises. The charters

take tourists close to hunpback whaies

so that they can view their behaviour

and record data on the whales.

When a different sPecies of whale

enrerged frotrr lhe watet on one trip.

they weren't sure what theY had

witnessed.
Chris later confirmed that they had

sighted and photographed four blue

whales. He assr:med theY were the

subspecies known as PYgmY blue

whales. Even nore arrazing, was how

close the whales were to the shore.

Blue whales are nostly animals of the

open ocean that feed on krill But, tn

this case, they were corning as close as

100 metres to the GeograPhe BaY

shore. More than 200 sightings of

pygnry blue whales were recorded fron-r

199.1 to 2002, and the numbers sighted

have steadily increased each year.

Part ofGeographe Bay is a ProPosed
rnarine consewation reserve (see 'The

Capes Coast: a diverse coastal and

marine environmenC, L NDSCOPE

Sumrner 2002-03). The bayl sheltered

shores are populated with a wealth of

colourful marine plans and animals

with both ten-Ipente and troPical

disrributions. Many of these species are

only found locally.The presence ofblue

whales in the area adds to the

importance of this biodiverse ecosystem

and further highlights the need to

prorecr ir.The ever increasing populrriry

of the region means it is under

increasing human pressure and there

may be a need for special nunagenlent

ofblue whales.
Two subspecies of blue whales are

found in the southern henrisphere:'rrue
blue whales (Balaenoptera nnsctlts

internedia), which inhabit cold southern

waters of the Antarctic in sunrner, and
'pygnry' blue whales (Baloenopteta

ttursc us breuicauda). Tiue blue whales

grow to an average length of 25 to 26

meffes and weigh 100 to 200 tonnes.

The largest female recorded was

neasured at 31 metres. Pygny blue

whales are snraller, but no neAns

miniature versions of the 'real' thing, as

the nartres 'true' and 'pygry' might

suggest. Although pygmy blue whales

average 20 to 22 metres in length, they

nay reach a maximum size of 24 netres.

whaling
Observing a matine aninlal of that

size made it dimcult for Chris to

decermine whether he was wacching

true or pygmy blue whales. Japanese
and Soviet whaling fleets targeted

pygmy blue whales in the late 1950s

and early 1960s, and their obseruations

ofa smaller body, baleen and part ofthe

tail distinguished the subspecies 6om

true blue whales.
'Whaling 

records indicate that

pygmy blue whalts prinr.rri ly inhabit

the Indian Ocean-along the east coast

ofAfrica, the Western Australian coast

and east rlong Ausrrrl iai qouthern coast

to New Zealand. Based on this

information, Chris recorded hrs

sightings as pygny blue whales, but he

has no definitive confirmation of the

strbspecies he sighted.
The migratory patterns oftrue bliue

whales rre ntore rttysterior.ts -they

migrate between the warm waters of

low latitudes to breed and cold waters

ofhigh latitudes to feed.They occur off

the coast of southern Australia, but a

specimen in the WA Museum-the

skeleton of an immature true blue

whale that str.rnded near Bu.selcon in

1898-suggests that true blue whales

visit WAi western coast as well

Research
Western lfhale Research received

federal funding from the Departnent of

Environment and Heritage to study the

abundance and distribution of blue

whales in Geographe Bay ftonl October

to Decenrber 2003. Chris recorded 121

presumed pyguy blue whale sightings

dr.rring the rrxgnrtory season.
Naturaliste Charters PlaYed a

crucial role during the Prolecr,
providing daily cruises, during which

Chris observed 11 calves, three

subrdr.rlts atrd 6l :rdult blue whales in

41 pods from Naturaliste Charters
vessels.The enthusiasm and skill ofthe

crew also enabled important photo-

identification of these huge whales to

be carried out.Additional aerial surveys
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