
WHALE WISE
SGap feeding in waters around Haida Gwaii.
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Collisions between vessels and 
large whales is a growing concern 

in Canada and worldwide, and one that 
has hit close to home recently in Haida 
Gwaii. This past summer, the devastating 
collision just outside Needan Stl'ang Na-
den Harbour resulted in a serious life-al-
tering injury to the boater. Unfortunately, it 
was just one of several SGap humpback 
strikes recorded along the coast of Brit-
ish Columbia. While these may seem like 
freak accidents, the number of incidents 
with vessels striking whales is likely to 
increase as the humpback population 
continues to recover in British Columbia.

SGap humpback whales are indeed 
making a comeback in BC; these ani-
mals have made an incredible recovery 
after being hunted to the brink of extinc-
tion. It is estimated that here are now 
over 21,000 SGap in North Pacific wa-
ters, compared with just 1,600 when the 
whaling industry finally closed its doors 
in the 1960s. These friendly giants are on 
the search for food in in our nutrient-rich 
waters, primarily during summer months. 
They travel in random patterns, opportu-
nistically looking for food at the surface 
such as chiitaw krill or iinang herring, and 
are known for acrobatic surface activity 
such as breaching, lunging, and fluke 
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slapping. It is almost impossible to pre-
dict when and where they will surface, 
making collision a very real risk to both 
whales and boaters alike. 

It is extremely important for boaters 
to be vigilant when they are out on the 
water - especially by keeping a lookout 
for whale spouts, or blows. For SGap, 
these can be seen up to 2 meters in the 
air, but blows can be difficult to see on 
windy days.  It can also be more diffi-
cult to see other whale species, such as 
SGaana killer whales and minke whales, 
whose blows are much lower and puffi-
er. Generally, SGap dive for 5-8 minutes.  
However, they can stay down for as long 
as 15-20 minutes, so just because you 
haven’t seen a blow for a while doesn’t 
necessarily mean they have left an area.  
A good indication that whales are around 
are aggregations of birds at the surface, 
which can indicate the presence of food 
that both species are targeting.

Collisions can be serious or fatal to 
both people and the animals involved, so 
keeping a safe distance is strongly rec-
ommended. Please follow the “Be Whale 
Wise” Guidelines, and we encourage ev-
eryone to report any incidents to 1-800-
465-4336, the DFO Incident Reporting 
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Whale Wise Continued.

BOTTOM-CONTACT FISHING AT SGAAN 
KINGHLAS CLOSED
A decade of discussion has con-

cluded with the successful pro-
tection of the rich ecosystem at SGaan 
Kinghlas Bowie Seamount.

SGaan Kinghlas is a dormant subma-
rine volcano in the open ocean 180 kilo-
metres west of Haida Gwaii. The summit 
towers about three kilometres above the 
Pacific’s abyssal plain and its peak lies 
24 metres below the ocean’s surface.

The mountain supports an array of 
life. As well as being a high biodiversi-
ty hotspot it hosts great concentrations 
of many thousands of fish that run in 
tremendous schools. Rare and unique 
species of corals and glass sponges 
cover the mountain’s slopes. Vibrant red 
Isadella tentaculum, a deep-sea bam-
boo coral discovered in 2004, waves 
trailing webs of white tentacles in the 
ocean currents. 

The northern seamount sablefish 
trap-fishery was the only active com-
mercial fishery within the marine protect-
ed area. The skil sablefish or black cod 
trap fishery uses circular cone-shaped 
traps with bases 1.4 metres wide and 
tops 0.8 metres wide. About sixty bot-
tom traps are attached to a ground line 
and dropped to depths between 800 

and 1200 metres. Sixty-kilogram weights 
anchor the sets to the bottom..

To investigate the environmental im-
pact of the fishery, in 2013 the Canadian 
Sablefish Association partnered with the 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans to 
put cameras on the traps set at SGaan 
Kinghlas. The project continued to 2017 
and footage showed how current, wind, 
and waves can drag these traps along 
the bottom of the ocean through rich 
ecosystems. Today these scientific find-
ings have led DFO to join the Council 
of the Haida Nation in closing all bot-
tom-contact fishing at SGaan Kinghlas. 

CHN designated SGaan Kinghlas a 
Haida marine protected area in 1997. In 
2007 CHN and Canada established a 
management board tasked with finalizing 
a management plan for SGaan Kinghlas, 
which is anticipated to be completed in 
2018 In 2008, Canada joined the Haida 
Nation, recognizing it as a marine pro-
tected area under Canada’s Oceans Act.

Today the delicate corals and sponges 
that flourish at SGaan Kinghlas will gain 
further protection from damage, ensuring 
that they and all the species that rely on 
the habitat can continue to flourish.

Line so that the humpback involved can 
be identified and the nature of their injury 
recorded.  The Marine Research and Ed-
ucation Society’s (MERS) “See a Blow? 
Go Slow!” campaign provides informa-
tion about how to be a responsible 
vessel operator in the presence of ma-
rine wildlife.

When You Suspect You Are in the Vi-
cinity of Whales: (MERS)

• Slow down. Speed should not 
be more than 7 knots when 100 
to 400m from a whale.

• Do not position beside “bait 
balls” of small schooling fish 
(as indicated by aggregations of 
birds).

• Stay clear of the whales’ path.
• Do not approach within 100m. 

If a whale surfaces within 100m 
of your vessel, place engine in 
neutral (or ideally shut off the en-
gine) until the whales are beyond 
100m.

• Follow the “Be Whale Wise” 
Guidelines 

If, despite this vigilance, you expe-
rience or witness a collision or other 
incident of concern such as entangle-
ment or disturbance, please call the 
DFO Incident Reporting Line at 1-800-
465-4336.

You can help monitor humpback 
populations, abundance, and distri-
bution by reporting your sightings to 
the BC Cetacean Sightings Network.  
Download the free WhaleReport app, 
fill out a webform, call 1-866-I SAW 
ONE (472-4663), or email sightings@
ocean.org. 

Visit wildwhales.org  to learn more 
about this citizen science program or 
Be Whale Wise Video! 
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SCIENCE LITERACY WEEK
By Jamie McDonald

L ast September, Laskeek Bay Con-
servation Society organized eve-

ning presentations and day long activities 
for youth as part of the Science Literacy 
Week.  On September 19th, the public 
was invited to come and watch Olivia Fa-
vreau’s video about volunteering on East 
Limestone Island, listen to Carita Berg-
man, Terrestrial Ecologist & Guusdagun 
Mary Hart, Resource Conservation Tech-
nician (Parks Canada) who presented 
“A short history of camera trapping in 
Gwaii Haanas”.  

The evening continued with Brad 
Yonkman & Erin Harris from the Hecate 
Strait Streamkeepers who spoke about 
their Community Involvement Program, 
citizen science and gave an overview of 
StreamKeeper activities such as Salmon 
Enhancement, Stream Habitat Assess-
ment and Restoration. As well they gave 
a brief overview of the Stream to Sea 
program which is designed and sup-
ported by Fisheries and Oceans Canada 
and delivered by Hecate Strait Stream 
Keepers to school children across 

Haida Gwaii(for more information about 
the Stream to Sea Program visit http://
www.pac.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/ education/in-
dex-eng.html & for volunteer opportuni-
ties with the Hecate Strait StreamKeep-
ers, call 250-559-8715).  Chris Ashurst, 
BC Parks Sr Ranger followed with a 
presentation on “Marine and beach de-
bris”.  Berry Wijdeven, Marine Planning 
Specialist with the Ministry of Forests, 
Lands, Natural Resource Operations and 
Rural Development spoke about Proj-
ect FAT Marten and Stu Crawford , from 
the Haida Gwaii Marine Implementation 
Technical Team presented on “Aquat-
ic Invasive Species”.  Youth in G̲aw Old 
Masset and in HlG̲aagilda Skidegate got 
to participate with our biologist in a full 
day of activities themed “the life of a 
bird”.  They built nests on the beach, cre-
ated a bird checklist, learnt about iden-
tifying birds, and were introduced to 
the scientific method through educa-
tional activities.

“Science is not something that just 
“scientists” do… it is a well structured 

and thorough approach to answering 
important questions about our world, 
and it is something anyone can con-
tribute to. Citizen science refers to the 
practice of regular people with a passion 
for our world to contribute their invalu-
able knowledge so that we can make 
informed and important decisions based 
on facts and observations. Careful, de-
tailed, and documented information 
about things like marine debris give re-
searchers and the public an invaluable, 
historic record that can be used to inform 
policy and public knowledge and help 
work toward a conscious effort to make 
the world a better place” - Chris Ashurst 
(BC Parks Sr Ranger)

Science Literacy Week is a week-long 
celebration of science in Canada, usually 
taking place in September.  Laskeek Bay 
Conservation Society looks forward to 
offering more science-based activities 
during this year’s SLW which is taking 
place September 17-23, 2018. 

Photo: Laskeek Bay Conservation Society
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COAST WATCH WORKSHOP
This is a live abalone with pink encrusting coral growing on his or her shell. Notice all the tentacles coming out from under the shell!

By Gwiisihlgaa (Daniel McNeill)

T he Haida Gwaii Marine Steward-
ship Group held their 9th Annual 

Coast Watch Workshop in HlGaagilda 
Skidegate on Feb. 24th and in Gaw Mas-
set on Feb. 25th, 2018. Local speakers 
were invited to present some research 
projects that are taking place around 
Haida Gwaii. Some of the topics that 
were discussed during the workshop 
were abalone projects, kelp forests, sea 
otters, and marine debris. 

The first speaker to present was Gwi-
isihlgaa Daniel McNeill, a shellfish biolo-
gist, who gave an update on the Haida 
Fisheries’ ongoing abalone research 
projects. Gwiisihlgaa provided an over-
view of all the work that has been done 
with abalone over the last 20 years. This 
work included habitat mapping, tagging 
and density manipulation studies, sup-
porting DFO’s index surveys, and the 
abalone condo project. Some of the 
data Haida Fisheries has been collect-
ing has shown encouraging results. For 
example, the abalone condo project 
has shown a steady increase in annual 
recruitment of juvenile abalone. Gwiisihl-
gaa finished his presentation by saying 
Gahlyaan abalone will be reassessed in 
the next year by the Committee on the 
Status of Endangered Wildlife in Cana-

da, currently Northern abalone are listed 
as endangered in Canada.  

During the workshop in HlGaagilda, 
Guulxa Taa’aa Gaagii Ng.aang Nadine 
Wilson and Caitlyn Eppners from Gwaii 
Haanas gave a presentation on Kelp Res-
toration and Abalone Habitat Restoration 
Project. The following day, Lynn Lee, a 
Marine Ecologist from Gwaii Haanas, 
presented the same topic in Gaw. The 
presentation started by showing the 
dramatic effects Guudangee sea urchins 
can have on kelp in the near-shore eco-
system by comparing areas with and 
without Kuu sea otters. The plan for the 
project is for Gwaii Haanas to work with 
Haida Fisheries and the commercial sea 
urchin fishermen to remove at least 75% 
of Guudangee within the study site at 
Murchison Island. The hope is to allow 
enough time for kelp to be re-established 
in the areas where the urchins will be 
moved, which as a result, lead to creating 
more habitat for fish and shellfish. So far, 
the project has completed year one of a 
five-year project. This upcoming year, a 
plan for another round of surveying the 
study site will occur, and then the area 
will be treated by removing sea urchins 
from the study site.  Stay tuned!

The perspectives on Kuu sea otters 

along the coast was presented by Kii’il-
juus Barb Wilson, who is currently taking 
her Masters at Simon Fraser University. 
Kii’iljuus started her presentation by re-
viewing some of the challenges First 
Nations has faced and federal laws that 
have affected them over the years.  The 
first nations involved in the project are 
the Haida, Heiltsuk, Nuu-chah-nulth, and 
Sugpiag Alutliq. Since the start of the 
research project, there has been work-
shops, interviews with knowledge hold-
ers, documentaries, field work conduct-
ed, and archaeological evidence with 
Kuu reviewed. Kii’iljuus showed how Kuu 
have affected the various first nations in 
their respective territories. The perceptiv-
ities varied within the different communi-
ties as the groups have adapted to living 
with Kuu. One thing that was consistent 
across all groups was the importance of 
maintaining cultural practices, respect, 
and balance between all species living 
with us.

After all the presentations, there was a 
public discussion on the impacts of ma-
rine debris on Haida Gwaii. The audience 
was engaged for ideas on how to limit 
debris reaching the islands, how to col-
lect it once it is here, and what to do with 
it once it has been collected.  
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