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The Global Status & Value of Whale Watching:
Future-Proofing the Business

by Erich Hoyt

I am going to give you a global overview and brief history of whale watching, and then I
will offer several suggestions for what I see as trends in the industry worldwide and
strategies that might be adopted in Okinawa to make whale watching more sustainable,

to “future-proof” the business.

Stubbs Island Charters stands as a successful 40-year whale watching tour company on
northern Vancouver Island and I would like to use them as an example. They were a
small diving company and I encouraged them to start whale watching in 1980. They
became the first whale watching business in British Columbia and the first orca
watching business in the world. They specialized in customer care, good
naturalist-guided trips, with regular repeat business by the same customers and strong

word of mouth to gain new customers. It has been a winning strategy for success.

Fifteen years ago, Stubbs Island Charters pioneered “slow whale watching”. Instead of
racing to find and show whales to people before racing back to the dock, they travelled
slowly, changing from 14 knots to maximum 10 knot speed. In the first season they ran
200 slow trips and saved 10,000 liters of fuel, reducing their carbon footprint and saving
$15,000 USD. Slow whale watching is not aggressive toward wildlife or whales, but
walits for whales to approach. It is easier for people to take photographs and to listen to
the naturalist guide. People enjoy the scenery and spend more time on deck because it’s
more pleasant when you don’t travel so fast. Worldwide, few companies have tried “slow
whale watching” but it is a powerful idea that should be adopted more widely as part of

sustainable whale watching.

Commercial whale watching began in San Diego, California, in 1955, when a fisherman
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started taking people out to sea for a closer look at the gray whale migration. Before
that, in the late 1940s, scientist Carl Hubbs had conducted gray whale counts from the
roofs of the university buildings around San Diego, getting his students involved in
monitoring the gray whale’s return from near extinction in the late 1800s. This soon
extended to the public getting excited, watching from coastal lookouts, but even as gray
whale watching from land and sea expanded in the late 1950s and 1960s, whaling was
reaching a peak in the southern ocean. It wasn’t until after the end of whaling by the
United States and Canada that whale watching spread to other whale and dolphin
species and began to flourish all over North America, extending from Hawaii to Alaska
and Florida to Newfoundland. Second generation boats have allowed large numbers of

people to watch whales comfortably.

In 1975 whale watching spread to Cape Cod, Massachusetts, with young whale
researchers working with ex-fishermen to present high quality, informative tours while
they began to study and learn more about humpback and North Atlantic right whales.
This approach was successful and within a few years, 18 operators working from April
to October were taking on the order of 1 million people a year whale watching. This
showed that whale watching could be big business. And it showed that high quality
tours produced repeat business and word of mouth that ensured continuing success.
These original tour companies in this area of the northeast United States, are all still
operating having gone through several generations of boats and personnel, including

naturalist guides who are scientists or student researchers.

New England whale watching combines education, including good naturalist guides;
good science with research conducted from the boat; adherence to conservation

principles; taking care not to disturb the whales; and offering good customer care.

The latest numbers, by IFAW, date from 2009 when about 13 million people went whale
watching in 119 countries. There have been increases since then in some countries such
as Iceland which has shown the most dramatic continuing growth until quite recently.
But others, such as Japan, have had relatively consistent numbers in this case about

200,000 a year. Even today three quarters of all whale watching in the world is in the
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US and Canada.

No matter with growth or the absence of growth, there are problems. Whale watching
has taken over in some communities as the main supporting industry with tourism
support and secondary businesses (accommodation, food, souvenirs) that depend on it
(e.g., in Kaikoura, New Zealand; Husavik, Iceland; Telegraph Cove, B.C., Canada).
Whale watching often starts out with a few pioneer ecotourists but with success,
communities must face whether to build hotels, additional restaurants and stores and
invest in dock space, to encourage more tourism. Then they must assist with educating
tourists and operators on best practice whale watching as well as how many permits to

allow for whale watching to control the impact on the environment.

Looking at whale watching worldwide, I have identified a number of trends:

Trend 1°Whale watching is diversifying (there are many new ways to “whale watch”).
Whale watching is: boat-based (whales), boat-based (dolphins), boat-based (nature tour),
fixed wing aircraft to see whales, land based tours, as well as visits to marine wildlife

centres, whale festivals, outdoor or public education programs, and special events.

Diversified whale watching engages a more diverse public and is a hedge against
change and bad weather, and spreads the impact more widely throughout the

environment.

Trend 2° Competition creates openings for quality (slow Whale Watching, enhanced
customer care).

Whale watching operators are in competition with each other locally and around the
world. With the internet, there is easy access to the world showing models of what
works and allowing companies to build unique brands to attract tourists, such as the

success in Northeast USA (Massachusetts) and slow whale watching in B.C., Canada.
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Trend 3- Whale watching companies & operators have an important role to engage the
public on wider environment and conservation issues — to offer leadership for the

future

It is not enough simply to show whales to people but whale watching operators and
communities have a mission to help people understand and appreciate the sea, to be a
“bridge” to connect people to the sea. This engages the public to help keep the business

healthy, safeguarding the environment that we all share.

Main way to do this-

- Good naturalist guides

Other ways to do this-

- Beach clean-ups

- Community newsletters

- Set up whale watching festivals

- Experiment with new whale watching tour products
- Work together to make The Whale Trail — Japan

- Create an annual “Day of the Whale”

The process of achieving high quality whale watching and responsible marine
ecotourism needs renewal every few years. The goal is reinventing your company,

renewing your mission statement.

Every tour operator/ community/ country needs to decide:
o What is our business? What are we selling?
o Isit close encounters, or authentic experience of wildlife in a sustainable context
that people can enjoy for years?
o How are we selling it, and conducting our business?
(Is it sustainable?)

o Are we getting maximum value?

14



Monitoring is key with internal and external evaluations and periodic re-evaluations.
Every few years, whale watching operators, tourism managers and community
stakeholders should re-dedicate their energy and passion, “reinvent” their company or
community mission.

Where do we go from here?

o Re-route whale watching to ecotourism (land-based sites, observing natural
behavior of wildlife instead of encounters, learning re birds, fish, ecosystems;
tour changed to ecological slow nature watching?)

o Know your customer: get to know the ecotourist — create the kind of trip,
experience, place/ community that attracts that ecotourist (e.g. Kaikoura)

o What about the mass tourist? This needs more planning and rethinking about
how to do it in the wildlife context in a sustainable way. Or stay small; there are
many virtues to staying small.

o Move to greater ecotourist and international appeal.

The Whale Watching Blueprint (HSI, WDC, IFAW) is a manual for sustainable whale
watching and covers the topics of (I) Initial Planning and Assessment, (II) Marketing
and Tour Design, (IIT) Focus on Business, and (IV) Management of the Resource. It is

available for free from http://www.erichhoyt.com/eh/Downloads.html

To conclude, whale watching has become very popular worldwide and is currently at a
steep growth rate in Asia. In order for it to become a sustainable, healthy activity that is
successful for communities and competitive on the world market, it is necessary to
establish or maintain high quality whale watching, whether it is called ‘sustainable’,

‘responsible’, ‘ecological’ or ‘slow’ whale watching.
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